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Editor’s Introduction
Gopal Gupta
Aurora University
AS we emerge from this long and hard
pandemic, another beautiful volume of the

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies is being
published due to the courage and persistence of
our authors, peer-reviewers, and editorial
team. The JHCS welcomes its new assistant
editor, Andrea Bischoff. Her untiring service,
professional expertise and caring hand has
been an invaluable addition to our Journal.
In the first essay of this volume, Jeffery
Long reflects on recent studies on Sri
Ramakrishna’s teachings, particularly Swami
Medhananda’s recent work, Infinite Paths to
Infinite Reality. Medhananda’s work has
demonstrated that Ramakrishna, though not a
professional philosopher or scholar in the
traditional sense of the word, was a thinker of
deep subtlety who expressed revolutionary
insights into the nature of ultimate reality
which have great potential to inform the
contemporary discourse of religious pluralism.
The paper reflects on how Sri Ramakrishna’s
affirmation that ultimate reality involves
dimensions that are both personal and
impersonal, and that have form and are
formless, for example, provides the foundation
for a non-reductionistic pluralism that is
minimally distorting to the self-understandings
of diverse traditions of thought and practice.
The paper then identifies points of contact
between Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching, as it is
now better understood, and Christian theology,

in a way that it may help chart out a possible
agenda for future Hindu-Christian studies.
The second essay takes a close look at
Aurobindo Ghose’s role as a progenitor of the
Hindu nationalism that has risen in recent
decades. Edward Ulrich investigates the issue
by focusing on the period, 1906-1909, when
Aurobindo was active in Bengal’s svadeśī
movement, and the British administration
issued the Minto-Morley reforms. During this
period, Aurobindo supported a pluralistic
vision of India’s past and future. Yet, that vision
did not address the concrete Hindu-Muslim
issues that arose in the svadeśī movement.
After the demise of the svadeśī movement,
Aurobindo continued to develop his approach
towards India’s Muslim populations in an
affirming manner. Yet, alarmed at the 1909
Minto-Morley reforms, which established
reserved seats and a separate electorate for
Muslims, Aurobindo articulated a Hindu
primacy. Still, he continued to insist through
1909 that Muslims have an essential place in
India’s national identity.
The third essay is a fascinating comparative
study that seeks to understand the specific
imagery and symbolism of divine love within
the Carmelite Catholic and the Chaitanya
Vaishnava traditions. Graham Schweig
examines some of the nuanced aesthetic and
theological dimensions of their greatest
symbolic imagery of divine love: the crucifixion
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2 Gopal Gupta
of Jesus and the Rāsa Maṇḍala of Krishna. The
juxtaposition of the shift between the
standardized depiction of divine love within
each tradition and their later developed
depictions demonstrates how each tradition's
dramatic departure embodies a more personal,
more distilled and intensified unique
expression, while possibly even sharing a
particular theological moment within the
experiences of sacrifice, suffering, and
salvation of divine love.
In the fourth essay, Akshay Gupta looks at
Black theology, a contemporary mode of
theology that critically engages with specific
theological motifs to affirm the humanity of
Blacks and emancipate them from white
racism. At present, much Black theological
discourse occurs in Christian contexts, and
thus, Hindu religious traditions are bereft of
the socially transformative insights that such
discourse produces. In this essay, he
demonstrates that Black theological motifs are
present within Hindu theological frameworks
as well. Specifically, he constructs a
distinctively Hindu Black theology by drawing
upon certain theological motifs present within
the theological framework of the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava Vedānta tradition. After constructing
this Black theology, he shows its sociotheological implications and explains how it
can fulfil the Black theological aim of liberating
Blacks from white racism.
In the fifth essay, we discover that the text
of the Bhagavad Gītā is compatible with a

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

favorable ecological reading. Supratik Sen
highlights two concurrent worldviews in the
text, a world-renouncing worldview and a
bhakti worldview, which is simultaneously
world-affirming and world-renouncing. He
argues that the motivation to act for the
welfare of individuals in nature, such as
animals and plants, is consistent with the
interconnected normative, soteriological and
ontological dimensions of each of these two
worldviews.
The final essay of this volume, by Steven J.
Rosen, provides a refreshing viewpoint on the
multivariant meanings of monotheism in
relation to the Hindu traditions. While
traditional Hinduism is commonly held to be
polytheistic, and in most strains of the
tradition this would be correct, there is also a
monotheistic component that is often
overlooked, even among historians of religion
and Hindu theologians. Indeed, panchopasana,
“the worship of five gods” (Durga, Surya,
Ganesh, Shiva, and Vishnu)—often considered
the
very
epitome
of
polytheistic
understanding—can be seen in a monotheistic
light as well, that is, as an exposition on
universal categories of religion as opposed to
the literal worship of five individual deities. In
this article, Rosen draws upon the work of
Bengali theologian Bhaktivinoda Thakura
(1838–1914) to show how this is so.
This volume also features ten book reviews
of recent books in the field of Hindu-Christian
Studies.
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A Natural Dialogue Partner:
Sri Ramakrishna’s Anekānta–Vijñāna Vedānta
and Claim to Avatārhood as a
Resource for Hindu-Christian Studies
Jeffery D. Long
Elizabethtown College
Abstract
RECENT

studies on Sri Ramakrishna’s
teachings—particularly Swami Medhananda’s
recent groundbreaking work, Infinite Paths to
Infinite Reality—suggests that this modern
Hindu sage has even more to offer to the field
of interreligious studies, and to HinduChristian studies in particular, than was
previously suspected. Medhananda’s work has
demonstrated that Ramakrishna, though not a
professional philosopher or scholar in the
traditional sense of the word, was a thinker of

deep subtlety who expressed revolutionary
insights into the nature of ultimate reality
which have great potential to inform the
contemporary discourse of religious—and, to
speak even more broadly, of worldview—
pluralism. Sri Ramakrishna’s affirmation that
ultimate reality involves dimensions that are
both personal and impersonal, that both have
form and are formless, that none of the facets
of the divine reality is to be subsumed under
the others, and that each of these facets can
serve as the basis for a path to spiritual

Jeffery D. Long is the Carl W. Zeigler Professor of Religion and Philosophy at Elizabethtown College in
Pennsylvania, where he has taught since receiving his doctoral degree from the University of Chicago
Divinity School in the year 2000. This year (2021), Elizabethtown College has given Dr. Long its Ranck
Award for Research Excellence. In 2018, he received the Hindu American Foundation’s Dharma Seva
Award for his ongoing work to promote accurate and culturally sensitive portrayals of Indic traditions
in the American education system and popular media. He has spoken in such prestigious venues as the
University of Chicago, Yale University, Princeton University, and the United Nations. He is the author
of A Vision for Hinduism, Jainism: An Introduction, the Historical Dictionary of Hinduism (first and second
editions), and Hinduism in America: A Convergence of Worlds, as well as being the editor of the volume
Perspectives on Reincarnation: Hindu, Christian, and Scientific and a co-editor of the Buddhism and Jainism
volumes of the Springer Encyclopedia of Indian Religions, and the volume Beacons of Dharma: Spiritual
Exemplars for the Modern Age. He also is the series editor of “Explorations in Indic Traditions: Ethical,
Philosophical, and Theological,” for Lexington Books. He is an initiated member of the Vedanta Society,
established by Swami Vivekananda in 1894, and is active in the Hindu community in North America.
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4 Jeffery D. Long
liberation, provides the foundation for a nonreductionistic pluralism that is minimally
distorting to the self-understandings of diverse
traditions of thought and practice. This paper
will briefly sketch the points of contact
between Sri Ramakrishna’s teaching, as it is
now better understood, and Christian theology,
in a way that, it is hoped, might help chart out
a possible agenda for future Hindu-Christian
studies.
Sri Ramakrishna and His Teaching in the
Context of Hindu-Christian Studies

A number of facets of both Sri
Ramakrishna’s teaching and the selfunderstanding which he expresses of being an
avatar—a “descent,” or divine incarnation—
make him a natural dialogue partner for
Christian thinkers seeking to engage with
Hinduism, and also for Hindus (at least those
who locate themselves in his tradition) seeking
to engage with Christianity. A recent
reappraisal of Ramakrishna’s teaching points to
both philosophical and theological depths that
have hitherto been neglected, both by
“outsider” scholars who have studied
Ramakrishna as a figure of primarily
psychological and phenomenological relevance,
and by “insider” scholars within the
Ramakrishna tradition who have tended to
focus on those dimensions of his teaching that
reflect an Advaita Vedānta perspective, to the
neglect of its strong theistic Vaiṣṇava and
Tāntric aspects. Concepts found in Sri
Ramakrishna’s teaching, such as his affirmation
of the presence of relationality within the
godhead, which resonate with Christian
understandings of the nature of divinity,
suggest a rich area for dialogue. And Sri
Ramakrishna’s claim to avatārhood, when

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

coupled with his affirmation of the avatārhood
of Christ, amounts to a claim that Christ has, in
fact, returned (as Ramakrishna)—a return long
awaited by Christians. This implies that Sri
Ramakrishna’s teachings have authority for
Christians, if his claim to avatārhood is indeed
to be taken seriously. This possibility is not one
which Christian or Hindu thinkers appear to
have taken up to any great extent, but it is one
whose implications are, it seems, worthy of
exploration.
Given the limits of space, this paper will not
so much plumb the depths of these possibilities
(a project which will require at least one, and
more likely two, books) as present them in a
broad outline, in the hope that such a
presentation might inspire precisely the kind of
in-depth exploration that they warrant.
Why Not Study Sri Ramakrishna’s Teaching?

Readers may be surprised to learn that the
teaching of a renowned religious figure such as
Sri Ramakrishna has not been a central focus of
much work in the field of religious studies. Why
has he not been treated as a significant
philosopher of religion, or a major Hindu
theologian of the modern period? He is
arguably both. Though not a professional
scholar, he was well versed in the central
teachings of several major Hindu schools of
thought, making delvings into Christianity and
Islam as well, and he weaves themes from all of
these traditions together in his thought in
powerful and subtle ways. As a philosopher of
religion, he confronts universal questions, most
prominently the question of truth and religious
diversity. And, as a theologian, he expresses a
distinctively Hindu understanding of spiritual
life that has had tremendous influence in the
contemporary era.
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Two trends in earlier scholarship on Sri
Ramakrishna have militated against seeing him
as an intellectual resource. One of these trends
has been more predominant in the religious
studies academy, while the other has been
more predominant amongst scholars operating
from within the Ramakrishna tradition. There
are, of course, noteworthy exceptions to both
trends, but these trends have tended to
dominate and mold the discourse on
Ramakrishna in a way that has led less to an
emphasis on his teaching and more to an
emphasis on his person.
The first of these trends, which has been
widespread among scholars of Hinduism, has
been to see Ramakrishna not as a highly
original thinker with a distinctive perspective
on philosophical or theological issues, but
solely as a mystic. This Ramakrishna is
interesting not so much for the content and the
possibilities for further reflection offered by his
teaching, as for the altered states of
consciousness which he experienced during his
lifetime, as recounted in primary Bengali
textual sources such as Mahendranath Gupta’s
Śrīśrīrāmakṛṣnakathāmṛta (a collection of
dialogues)
and
Swami
Saradananda’s
Śrīśrīrāmakṛṣṇalīlāprasaṅga (a more fully
biographical work).1 Because of this strong
emphasis on his many vivid and fascinating
mystical experiences, Ramakrishna has been
presented as a figure of interest mainly to
psychologists and phenomenologists of religion
rather than philosophers or theologians. To be
sure, the point here is not that Sri
Ramakrishna’s experiences are unimportant, or
that the work that has been dedicated to
interpreting them has been wasted. Far from it!
But one-sided engagement with this facet of
Ramakrishna—his psychological and phenome-

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol34/iss1/20
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nological side—has been to the neglect of his
philosophical and theological import.2
This trend of focusing on Ramakrishna as a
figure of mainly psychological interest began
early, with the work of William James, who
treated Ramakrishna’s life as a particularly
vivid case study in his exploration of the
varieties of religious experience.3 Starting in
the second half of the twentieth century,
religion scholars began to study Sri
Ramakrishna through the lens of Freudian
psychoanalysis. The first to take this approach
was Walter Neevel.4 Neevel was soon followed
by Jeffrey Masson, and then by Malcolm
McLean, Sudhir Kakar, Narasingha Sil, and,
probably most famously, Jeffrey Kripal.5
Kripal’s work in particular was tremendously
controversial
within
the
Ramakrishna
community, even prompting a rebuttal by two
members of the Ramakrishna Order.6
The other trend, predominant less in the
academy than in the Ramakrishna Order, has
been to interpret Ramakrishna’s teachings
primarily in terms of Advaita Vedānta, rather
than as offering a distinct perspective which
includes, though is not limited to, non-dualism.
Scholars from within the Ramakrishna
tradition who have tended to see Sri
Ramakrishna as an Advaita Vedāntin, rather
than as offering something new and distinct
from classical Advaita, include Swami
Prajñānānanda, Swami Oṃkārānanda, Swami
Dhīreśānanda, and Dineś Bhaṭṭācārya.7 As with
the approaches that tend to focus exclusively
upon
Ramakrishna’s
experiences
as
psychological states, the point is not that an
emphasis upon the non-dualistic dimensions of
Sri Ramakrishna’s thought is fundamentally
mistaken, but that it does not capture the
totality of the rich worldview that he proposes.

8
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Recent Developments

The trend of focusing upon Sri
Ramakrishna’s experiences at the expense of
looking at the significance of his teaching has,
however, begun to shift in the twenty-first
century. Recent studies on Sri Ramakrishna—
most
notably
Swami
Medhananda’s
groundbreaking work, Infinite Paths to Infinite
Reality—suggest that this modern Hindu sage
has more to offer to the field of interreligious
studies, and Hindu-Christian studies in
particular, than was previously suspected.8
Medhananda’s work has demonstrated that Sri
Ramakrishna—though, again, not a professional
philosopher or scholar—was a thinker of depth
and subtlety who expressed revolutionary
insights into the nature of ultimate reality that
have great potential to inform the
contemporary discourse of religious—and, to
speak even more broadly, of worldview—
pluralism. Sri Ramakrishna’s affirmation that
ultimate reality involves dimensions that are
both personal and impersonal, that both have
form and are formless, that none of the facets
of the divine reality is to be subsumed under
the others, and that each of these facets can
serve as the basis for a path to spiritual
liberation, provides the foundation for a nonreductionistic pluralism that is minimally
distorting to the self-understandings of diverse
traditions of thought and practice.9 This is
highly significant in light of attempts to
develop just such a pluralistic model in the
wake of the pluralistic hypothesis of John Hick
and of subsequent “post-Hick” pluralisms, such
as those developed in the tradition of process
thought rooted in the philosophy of Alfred
North Whitehead.10 This particular aspect of
Ramakrishna’s thought, and the fact that, like

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

traditi onal Jain thinkers, Ramakrishna affirms
an anekānta, or “non-one-sided” way of
approaching ultimate reality, has been the
central focus of my own contributions to this
field.11
The understanding that, according to Sri
Ramakrishna, infinite reality has both a
dimension that answers to descriptions of the
nirguṇa Brahman of non-dualism and a
dimension that answers to accounts, both
Hindu and non-Hindu, of the personal Supreme
Being of theistic religion (rather than
relegating the Supreme Being to the realm of
māyā, or mere appearance) is an understanding
that has the capacity to enrich both
interreligious and intercultural conversation,
as well as the academic study of the stream of
Hindu thought which he represents: a
pluralistic stream of thought that draws upon
not only Advaita Vedānta, but, quite
prominently, Vaiṣṇava and Tāntric Hindu
traditions.
In terms of Hindu-Christian studies in
particular, this richer, more nuanced view of
Sri Ramakrishna’s thought has resonances
with, for example, both trinitarian theology
and Christian thought on divine incarnation—
or Christology—which might otherwise be
missed; it affirms both complexity and unity as
attributes of ultimate reality, as well as
enabling divine incarnation to be seen as a real
phenomenon, rather than an epiphenomenon
of a universe whose very existence is ultimately
due to a fundamental delusion. Again, to be
sure, Sri Ramakrishna’s philosophy does not
reject classical non-dualism. Rather, it
integrates and goes beyond it.
What are the points of contact between Sri
Ramakrishna’s teaching, as it is becoming
better understood, and Christian theology?

9
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How might these points of contact help chart
out a possible agenda for future HinduChristian studies?
Anekānta–Vijñāna Vedānta

Sri Ramakrishna’s thought has two
dimensions that would seem to be of special
interest to Christian thinkers: its pluralistic
dimension and its experiential dimension. It is
these respective dimensions that are invoked
when the thought of Sri Ramakrishna is
referred to as Anekānta and Vijñāna Vedānta.
These designations are mutually compatible
and, in fact, mutually supportive.
The term anekānta is drawn from Jain
philosophy. Though there is no evidence that
Jainism was a tradition with which Sri
Ramakrishna engaged extensively, the use of
this term to denote his teaching is intended to
show that, regardless of any influence (or lack
thereof) of Jainism on his thought, both Sri
Ramakrishna and thinkers in the Jain tradition
have perceived and described the same basic
feature of ultimate reality: namely, its
amenability to multiple interpretations, each of
which has its own sphere of validity, and each
of which can be effective as one proceeds along
the spiritual path. In Ramakrishna’s words:
He who is called Brahman by the jñānis
[literally ‘knowers’; followers of jñāna
yoga; adherents of Advaita Vedānta] is
known as Ātman [Self] by the yogis
[those who follow raja yoga, the path of
meditation] and as Bhagavān [Lord;
Blessed One] by the bhaktas [devotees;
adherents of theistic religiosity, such as
Vaiṣṇavas and Śāktas]. The same
brāhmin is called priest, when
worshipping in the temple, and cook,

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol34/iss1/20
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when preparing a meal in the kitchen.
The jñāni, sticking to the path of
knowledge, always reasons about the
Reality, saying, ‘Not this, not this.’
Brahman is neither ‘this’ nor ‘that’; It is
neither the universe nor its living
beings. Reasoning in this way, the mind
becomes steady. Then it disappears and
the aspirant goes into samādhi [a state
of meditative absorption]. This is the
Knowledge of Brahman. It is the
unwavering conviction of the jñāni that
Brahman alone is real and the world
illusory. All these names and forms are
illusory, like a dream. What Brahman is
cannot be described. One cannot even
say that Brahman is a Person. That is
the opinion of the jñānis, the followers
of [Advaita] Vedānta philosophy…. But
the bhaktas accept all the states of
consciousness. They take the waking
state to be real also. They don’t think
the world to be illusory, like a dream.
They say that the universe is a
manifestation of God’s power and glory.
God has created all these—sky, stars,
moon, sun, mountains, ocean, men,
animals. They constitute his glory. He
is within us, in our hearts. Again, he is
outside. The most advanced devotees
say that He Himself has become all
this—the
twenty-four
cosmic
principles, the universe, and all living
beings.12
Christian theologians and philosophers of
religion seeking to develop a non-reductive
way of thinking about religious pluralism could
well see Ramakrishna as an intellectual
resource.

10

Staff: Volume 34, Full Contents

8 Jeffery D. Long
Regarding the experiential dimension of
Ramakrishna’s teaching, according to the
analysis of Swami Medhananda, Ramakrishna
propounded
an
internally
consistent
philosophy of religion rooted in his experience
of vijñāna. Vijñāna, as understood by Sri
Ramakrishna, is an exceedingly rare state of
consciousness, attained by only a few beings. In
this state, one perceives directly that the
infinite reality of Brahman encompasses facets
or modes of being which traditional Hindu
schools of thought have tended to see as
mutually incompatible, such as form and
formlessness, or personality and impersonality.
In the words of Ramakrishna:
That which is realized as Brahman
through the eliminating process of
“Not this, not this” is then found to
have become the universe and all its
living beings. The vijñānī sees that the
Reality which is nirguṇa is also saguṇa….
Those who realize Brahman in
samādhi… find that it is Brahman that
has become the universe and its living
beings…. This is known as vijñāna.13
In some ways, Ramakrishna’s experience is
evocative of the Zen tradition of Buddhism,
which also teaches that there is a state beyond
the realization of non-duality in which one
returns to the realm of relative existence—“the
universe and all its living beings.” This return
to the relative realm, but with a new,
enlightened understanding—the state of
vijñāna, as Ramakrishna describes it—brings to
mind the famous Ten Ox-herding Pictures of
the Zen Buddhist tradition. Also known as the
“Ten Bulls,” these pictures were drawn and
their accompanying inscriptions written by the
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twelfth century Chinese Zen master, Kakuan,
“basing them on earlier Taoist bulls.”14 The
pictures depict ten phases of non-dual
awakening. The purely awakened state, where
all
duality
disappears—which
would
correspond to the experience of Brahman in
Advaita Vedānta and in the teaching of Sri
Ramakrishna—is only the eighth, and not the
tenth, of these phases. The tenth phase is
depicted as a return to the village—to the
world—with open hands, ready to serve.
According to Ramakrishna, the jñānī—the
knower, or experiencer of non-dual
realization—will
inevitably
return
to
consciousness of the realm of time, space, and
causation. While this realm must be set aside in
order to experience non-duality, it does not
thereby permanently disappear. It is part of the
totality of being and is thus essential to the
process of experiencing non-duality fully. The
realization of non-duality is not the end of the
process, but rather it is, in a sense, the
beginning.
How can you eliminate from the Reality
the universe and its living beings? If
you do that, It will lack Its full weight.
You cannot find out the total weight of
the bel-fruit if you eliminate the seeds
and shell. Brahman [the ultimate
reality beyond time, space, and
causation] and Śakti [the primordial
power by which Brahman manifests as
a world] are identical. It is the
Primordial Power that has become the
world and all living beings.15
The cosmos itself is the manifestation of
Brahman. So long as this cosmos is viewed as
other than Brahman, it is a distraction to be set
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aside through the neti neti process of negation.
But once the reality of Brahman is then thereby
experienced, one returns to the cosmos and
perceives it not as something other than
Brahman, but as Brahman Itself. The realization
of non-duality is thus not the end of the
spiritual path. It is the peak of the mountain,
but is penultimate to the return to the world,
now transformed by this realization into a
realm of joy and love.
This process brings to mind a conversation
between a Zen tea master and Ronald Eyre,
recounted in the world religions documentary,
The Long Search:
Before you study Zen, a bowl is a bowl,
and tea is tea [in the state of
conventional dualistic consciousness].
While you’re studying Zen, a bowl is no
longer a bowl, and tea is no longer tea
[in the experience of non-dual
realization]. And when you become
enlightened, a bowl is again a bowl, and
tea is tea [with the consciousness that
has been transformed by this
realization].16
For Ramakrishna, vijñāna was not a
theoretical concept. He claimed to have
experienced this state personally, and to have
had the direct experience of divine realization
through the media of numerous religious
systems, hence the link between vijñāna and
pluralism. These included a variety of Hindu
schools of thought, as well as Christianity and
Islam.
‘I have practiced,’ said he, ‘all religions—
Hinduism, Islam, Christianity—and I
have also followed the paths of the
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different Hindu sects. I have found that
it is the same God toward whom all are
directing their steps, though along
different paths. You must try all beliefs
and traverse all the different ways once.
Wherever I look, I see men quarreling in
the name of religion…. But they never
reflect that He who is called Krishna is
also called Śiva, and bears the name of
the Primal Energy, Jesus, and Āllāh as
well—the same Rāma with a thousand
names.’17
Sri Ramakrishna’s distinctive philosophical
perspective gives logical coherence to his deep
pluralism. By viewing ultimate reality as
containing within itself multiple facets which
could each be experienced based on the
consciousness of the individual practitioner, it
becomes possible to see diverse religious paths
not as contradictory to one another, but simply
as focused upon different but equally valid and
real aspects of the infinite.
Why Vedānta?

Ramakrishna affirms the anekānta nature of
ultimate reality and the state of vijñāna as the
mode of experience which confirms this
understanding. But why should this teaching be
referred to as a form of Vedānta? Of all the
existing Hindu schools of thought, the one
which is closest to Ramakrishna’s worldview,
and to which he had extensive exposure as a
priest of the Goddess Kālī, is Tantra, which
similarly affirms the both-dual-and-non-dual
nature of reality, and the experience in which
all such concepts are transcended. As
Medhananda has noted:
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An important precedent for Sri
Ramakrishna’s
position
is
the
philosophy of Tantra, which also grants
equal ontological status to both the
impersonal absolute (Śiva) and the
dynamic Śakti…. Sri Ramakrishna’s
ontological
doctrine
of
the
inseparability of Brahman and Śakti
may derive, in part, from Tāntrika
philosophy. There are striking affinities
between Sri Ramakrishna’s philosophy
and the Tāntrika philosophy of Kaśmīri
Śaivism in particular.18
Swami Medhananda, though, has coined
the term Vijñāna Vedānta to differentiate Sri
Ramakrishna’s thought both from Tantra and
the other forms of Vedānta, such as
Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, to which it bears a
number of striking resemblances, and Advaita
Vedānta, with which it is often identified. This
is because Medhananda sees Ramakrishna’s
teaching as, in many ways, a return to the presystematic Vedānta of the earliest Vedāntic
texts, before Vedānta became divided into
branches based on its various interpretations,
such as Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, Dvaita, and so
on. He therefore calls Sri Ramakrishna’s
teaching a “non-sectarian” Vedānta, akin to
that of the Brahma Sūtra and the Bhagavad Gītā:
In light of Sri Ramakrishna’s catholic
attitude and his unique syncretic
method, a number of commentators—
beginning with Sri Ramakrishna’s
direct disciples, Swami Vivekananda
and Svāmī Turīyānanda, as well as Sri
Aurobindo—have adopted a third
approach to Sri Ramakrishna’s
philosophy that avoids the pitfalls of
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the other two interpretive approaches.
At the end of the nineteenth century,
Vivekananda suggested that the
nonsectarian and harmonizing spirit of
Sri
Ramakrishna’s
philosophical
teachings is best captured not by any
particular philosophical school but by
the original nonsectarian Vedānta of
the Upaniṣads and the Bhagavad Gītā,
which sought to harmonize a variety of
apparently conflicting philosophical
views. In a remarkable Bengali letter
written in 1919, Svāmī Turīyānanda
pointed out the deep affinities between
Sri Ramakrishna’s philosophy and the
nonsectarian Vedānta of the Gītā and
claimed that Sri Ramakrishna accepted
the validity of all spiritual philosophies
and religious doctrines. In a similar
vein, Sri Aurobindo declared in 1910
that the ‘teachings of Sri Ramakrishna
and Vivekananda’ provide the basis for
a ‘more perfect synthesis’ of the
Upaniṣads than Śaṅkara’s worlddenying philosophy of Advaita
Vedānta.19
Ultimately, due to its pluralistic, anekānta
nature, the worldview of Ramakrishna as
attested in his teachings, could be
characterized as all of these things: Advaitic,
Viśiṣṭādvaitic, Tāntric, and so on. It is all of
these, because it bears dimensions of every one
of them. This is not only due to “influences”—
the fact that Ramakrishna was famously
exposed to all of these schools of thought in his
lifetime—but is also, indeed primarily, an effect
of his experience of vijñāna, his realization that
reality is indeed amenable to all of these
interpretations.

13
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Anekānta–Vijñāna Vedānta and Trinitarian
Theology in Dialogue

The idea of a complex ultimate reality, one
that is simultaneously one and many, with an
aspect that is formless and another aspect that
possesses form, is of course central to
Christianity as well, in the form of the doctrine
of the Holy Trinity. The complexity of God, as
understood in Christian thought, is, among
other things, a way of conceptualizing the
central Christian teaching that God is love.
Love is a fundamentally relational reality, an
insight affirmed in the Hindu bhakti traditions
no less than in Christianity. If God is love, it
follows that God possesses a fundamentally
relational nature. It is often affirmed that,
within the Trinity, the Holy Spirit can be seen
as the love between the Father and the Son. In
the words of St. Augustine:
The Holy Spirit is a certain unutterable
communion of the Father and the
Son…. [B]oth the Father is a spirit and
the Son a spirit, both the Father is holy
and the Son is holy. In order, therefore,
that the communion of both may be
signified from a name which is suitable
to both, the Holy Spirit is called the gift
of both…. Therefore, the Holy Spirit,
whatever it is, is something common
both to the Father and the Son. But that
communion itself is consubstantial and
co-eternal; and if it may fitly be called
friendship, let it be so called; but it is
more aptly called love.20
Humanity is invited to participate in this
love through the descent of the Holy Spirit on
the day of Pentecost upon the Christian
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community (and, in the thought of more
progressive thinkers, upon all of humanity, or
even all of creation).
From the perspective of Vijñāna Vedānta,
the internal relationality of the ultimate reality
is also affirmed. An important difference that
might be perceived between the insights of the
two traditions is that, whereas the Holy Spirit
descends upon the world, according to
Christianity, from a Vedāntic perspective, this
“descent” would be seen, rather, as an
awakening to an already present reality: the
divine potential affirmed by those who stand in
the tradition of Sri Ramakrishna, such as Swami
Vivekananda, when he claims that “Each soul is
potentially divine.”21 This internal relationality
of the divine reality is an idea already present
in ancient Hindu traditions, such as the Śaiva
and Vaiṣṇava traditions, through the familial
idea not of father and son, but of husband and
wife, in the form of divine couples like Śiva and
Śakti, or Narāyaṇa (Viṣṇu) and Lakṣmī. These
divine couples, rather like the Christian trinity,
are seen as composite divinities, who are
ultimately not two, but one (as illustrated in
the Śaiva image of Ardhanārīśvara, or Śiva and
Śakti combined into one being, artistically
depicted as half Śiva, half Śakti). This oneness,
though, is not wholly undifferentiated, but can
be conceptualized as an overriding or
underlying reality of love.
This is just the beginning of a sketch of the
kind of interreligious conversation which
might be facilitated by an understanding that
Ramakrishna’s teaching affirms internal
relationality of the divine reality in ways both
like and unlike the Christian affirmation of God
as a Trinity.
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Divine Incarnation: Another Point of Contact
between Sri Ramakrishna and Christianity

Another point of contact between Vijñāna
Vedānta and Christianity is the idea of the
divine incarnation. Though there is no such
thing as an official or formal doctrine to which
all adherents of the tradition of Sri
Ramakrishna must assent, it is widely believed,
and was taught by the Master himself, that Sri
Ramakrishna was an avatār, a divine
incarnation. And, of course, affirmation of the
divinity of Christ is constitutive of adherence to
Christianity.
In a 2011 article in Prabuddha Bharata,
Francis X. Clooney issued a challenge to
thinkers in the tradition of Sri Ramakrishna to
reflect further upon the meaning of divine
incarnation in this tradition (work which I have
personally begun and which I hope to turn into
a book in the not-too-distant future).22 The
question of the nature and meaning of divine
incarnation in both traditions is an extremely
rich field for potential exploration, not only in
the realms of theology and philosophy of
religion, but also in historical and textualcritical studies. An unpacking of how the
concept of divine incarnation emerged and
crystallized in the Christian tradition, and
continues to be explored and re-articulated
today, could be a deeply informative exercise
for thinkers in Sri Ramakrishna’s tradition of
Anekānta–Vijñāna Vedānta, as well as, of
course, further exploration of the Vaiṣṇava
sources for this doctrine, tracing back to
Bhagavad Gītā 4:7-8.23
Intriguingly,
according
to
the
Śrīśrīramakṛṣṇalīlaprasaṅga, or Sri Ramakrishna
and His Divine Play, of Swami Saradananda, a
Christian devotee of Ramakrishna by the name
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of William once proclaimed to him—when the
Master asked him, “What do you think of
me?”—“You are Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
the embodiment of Eternal Consciousness.”24
Ramakrishna also, of course, famously
experienced a vision of Christ merging into
him, and their becoming one.25 Ramakrishna is,
in fact, frequently presented in both
Saradananda’s
text
and
in
the
Śrīśrīrāmakṛṣṇakathāmṛta as asking people,
“What do you think of me?” This is quite
evocative of the question of Jesus to his
disciples in Matthew 16:13, “Who do people say
that I am?” and in Matthew 16:15, “And you,
who do you say that I am?” Jesus’ question,
much like Ramakrishna’s, evokes the answer
(from the apostle Peter, according to Matthew’s
gospel), “You are the Christ, the son of the
living God” (Matthew 16:16).
A question that is likely unanswerable
through academic methodologies, but which,
like a Zen koan, might have the potential to
spark profound reflection on a great variety of
issues by both Hindu and Christian thinkers is,
“Is Sri Ramakrishna Jesus Christ?” Or, perhaps
worded a bit less provocatively, “What would it
mean if Sri Ramakrishna were Jesus Christ?” A
panel, conference, or edited volume taking this
question as its starting point would be a
welcome development, as it would push the
boundaries of both Hindu and Christian
traditions in the direction of reflecting on the
possibility that a transgression of these
boundaries has already been committed by the
divine reality Itself. Contemporary identity
politics in both traditions militate against the
possibility of an event of this kind occurring in
the near future, but perhaps this only
underscores the need for it.
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What would it mean if Sri Ramakrishna
were Jesus Christ? The concern of many Hindus
at the raising of such a question is that it
reflects a covert attempt to convert Hindus to
Christianity; for it would suggest that Jesus
Christ was himself an avatār, thus making his
teachings authoritative for Hindus. No less
terrifying for many Christians, though, is its
implication that the long awaited Second
Coming has already occurred, and that most
Christians missed the event, not deigning to
consider that the Lord may have returned as a
“heathen” Hindu who worshiped a Mother
Goddess
and
taught
not
Christian
triumphalism, but the ultimate unity and
harmony of all religions.
Conclusion
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Aurobindo Ghose’s Early Approaches to
Hindu-Muslim Relations (1906–1909)1
Edward Ulrich
University of St. Thomas
Abstract
WITH the rise of Hindu nationalism in recent
decades, Aurobindo Ghose has received
attention as a progenitor of the movement. This
paper investigates the issue by focusing on the
period, 1906-1909, when Aurobindo was active

in Bengal’s svadeśī movement, and the British
administration issued the Minto-Morley
reforms. During this period, Aurobindo
supported a pluralistic vision of India’s past and
future. Yet, that vision did not address the
concrete Hindu-Muslim issues that arose in the
svadeśī movement. After the demise of the
svadeśī movement, Aurobindo continued to
develop his approach towards India’s Muslim
populations in an affirming manner. Yet,
alarmed at the 1909 Minto-Morley reforms,
which established reserved seats and a separate
electorate for Muslims, Aurobindo articulated a
Hindu primacy. Still, he continued to insist
through 1909 that Muslims have an essential
place in India’s national identity.
In 1992, a Hindu mob made international
news by destroying the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya.
In the wake of this destruction, international
tensions in South Asia increased and thousands

were killed in rioting. Since the destruction of
the masjid, Aurobindo Ghose (1872–1950) has
become a name invoked and discussed in
conjunction with the current political and
religious situation.2 Hindu nationalists, for
instance, tend to hold him in high regard for his
vision of a relationship between the modern
Indian nation and India’s historic Hindu
spirituality. Corresponding to that, many Indian
academics believe that Aurobindo contributed
to today’s aggressive Hindu nationalism. For
instance, the political scientist, Jyotirmaya
Sharma, writes that “Aurobindo’s contribution
to the rise of political Hindutva is second to
none.”3
To see Aurobindo’s name linked to
communal strife would surprise a great number
of his admirers in the West. Through his
writings from 1914 to 1921, he gained a
worldwide reputation as a spiritual thinker.
These writings have a modern, enlightened, and
universalistic feel. For instance, biological
evolution figures prominently in his central
work, The Life Divine. Furthermore, Aurobindo
was influenced by Auguste Comte’s “religion of
humanity” and pioneered a spirituality beyond
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religion. Additionally, he wrote about a Godhead
that lies behind all the different religions.4
Lastly, there is a long history of interest in
Aurobindo among those involved with HinduChristian dialogue. A relatively recent attempt
to cull insight from Aurobindo’s thought for the
sake of interreligious harmony is Richard
Hartz’s The Clasp of Civilizations, a play on
Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations.5
One of Hartz’s colleagues at the Aurobindo
Archives in Pondicherry, Peter Heehs, traces in
“Uses of Sri Aurobindo” how Aurobindo gained
a reputation as a father of today’s Hindu
nationalism. To begin, during the time of his
involvement in the protests against British rule
in the 1900s, Aurobindo fused some classic
Hindu themes with the politics of revolution.
The British authorities regarded fusions of
religion and politics as dangerous.6 The British
considered Aurobindo as a potentially
dangerous figure, but according to Heehs, his
“Indian contemporaries regarded him as a
religious man as well as a politician, but few saw
this as cause for concern…. no important Indian
writer condemned him as a ‘religious
nationalist’ before the 1920s.”7
A key change in the Indian assessment of
Aurobindo was M. N. Roy’s 1922 work, India in
Transition. Roy identified Aurobindo as “the
philosopher of aggressive nationalism,… who
adapted the teachings of Vivekananda to
political purposes.”8 In the 1930s, this aggressive
nationalism came to be considered as alienating
to Muslims because of its Hindu character. For
instance, K. R. Kripalani wrote that “the glory”
that the new, nationalistic spirit promoted and
the passion that it awakened were “so intensely
Hindu that the Muslims were automatically left
out. Not that they were deliberately excluded.
But, at the very best, the Muslims were advised
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to adopt the Mother which the Hindus claimed as
their own by ties infinitely more sacred…. It left
the Muslims cold.”9 In the 1960s and 1970s,
Amales Tripathi, Sumit Sarkar, Romila Thapar,
and Bipan Chandra continued that same
evaluation.10
In the 2000s, in the wake of the destruction
of the Babri Masjid and the Hindu nationalist
uses of Aurobindo’s name, Bhikhu Parekh and
Jyotirmaya Sharma capped off the developing
trend by considering him as a progenitor of
today’s Hindu nationalism.11 According to
Sharma, Aurobindo viewed Hinduism and Islam
as irreconcilable and advocated a lawless
warfare against the latter. Sharma wrote that
“absent” from Aurobindo’s thought in his later
years was “any idea of a liberal democratic
nation, based on an impersonal and formal
notion of rule of law, respect for plurality and
ensuring a minimum amount of liberty for all.
Rather, it was a war of incommensurable ideas
of identity politics masquerading as rival
notions of morality.”12
Heehs wrote a series of studies criticizing
conflations, in both political and academic
contexts, of Aurobindo’s thought with Hindu
nationalism.13 This article will consider two of
Heehs’s studies: “The Uses of Sri Aurobindo” and
“Bengali
Religious
Nationalism
and
Communalism.”
The
first
is
the
historiographical study, cited above, showing
how Aurobindo acquired a reputation as a
progenitor of today’s political Hindutva. Heehs
criticizes that history of scholarship by
observing that the claim that Aurobindo’s use of
Hindu themes was alienating to Muslims is a
claim made repeatedly without proof, scholars
“simply” disseminating “the opinions of their
predecessors.” Furthermore, Heehs notes,
“many of the writers used the proof-text style of
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citation and argument, not even trying to arrive
at a contextual understanding” of Aurobindo’s
writings.14
In “Bengali Religious Nationalism,” Heehs
distinguished Aurobindo’s nationalism from
later Hindu nationalism. According to him, a key
feature of the former is inclusivity, and a key
feature of the latter is exclusivity. Heehs
concludes the article by stating,“to assert that…
the Hindu Right descends directly from Bengali
religious nationalism because some general
notions of the RSS-VHP-BJP combine are found
in the thought of Vivekananda, Aurobindo, and
others is to commit the genetic fallacy.
Golwalkar is no more the direct descendent of
Vivekananda than Mussolini is of Mazzini or
Zhirinovskii of Khomiakov.”15
In addition to Heehs’s corpus, Hartz made a
critique in Clasp of Civilizations of Sharma’s
ideas.16 However, Heehs and Hartz are relatively
lone voices of scholarship against a dominant
trend of conflating Aurobindo and Hindutva.
Thus, the issue needs more research.
Aurobindo’s writings are complex and
voluminous, and his thought went through
many different phases. Furthermore, as Heehs
noted, studies on Aurobindo and Hindu
nationalism have generally dipped into his
writings without attention to context.
Therefore, this article will examine only the
period 1906–1909, paying careful attention to
Aurobindo’s words, their context, and the
progression in his thought. These years were the
critical period of Aurobindo’s involvement in
politics. This study will reinforce Heehs’s point
that Aurobindo’s nationalism and later Hindu
nationalism are distinct.
In terms of Aurobindo’s writings, this study
will rely mainly on two periodicals that
Aurobindo edited: Bande Mataram (1906–1908)
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and Karmayogin (1909–1910).17 The study will
also dialogue with Heehs’s “Uses of Sri
Aurobindo”
and
“Bengali
Religious
Nationalism,” Kripalani’s “Fifty Years,” and
Chandra’s History of Modern India. It will also
dialogue with David Johnson’s The Religious Roots
of Indian Nationalism and Rini Bhattacharya
Mehta’s “The Bhagavadgita, Pistol, and the Lone
Bhadralok.”18 It will not cover Sharma’s
influential study, Hindutva, nor Hartz’s response,
as these lie outside the period of time covered in
this paper.
The Svadeśī Movement and a Pluralistic
Approach

Aurobindo was born in 1872 in Bengal. He
belonged to an emerging middle class known as
the “bhadralok,” which consisted of Hindu
Bengalis with a Western education. The
bhadralok had new financial resources and many
other opportunities, and they contributed to a
period of cultural flourishing. Also, there was a
new political awareness and consciousness
among some of the bhadralok, which they
expressed through the activities of the Indian
National Congress. Aurobindo belonged to this
privileged class. His father was a medical doctor,
he was educated in the West, and he spent
thirteen years in the employ of the princely
ruler of Baroda, Sayajirao Gaekwar III.
While in England, where he was primarily
raised, Aurobindo developed an interest in
revolutionary politics. Those interests later
found expression in the wake of the partition of
Bengal into West Bengal and East Bengal. There
were several reasons for the new arrangement.
These included making the region more
governable, weakening the growing power of
the bhadralok by making them a minority, and
giving more opportunities to the Muslims of
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East Bengal and Assam, many of whom were
materially poor. Not surprisingly, many
Bengalis were outraged by the partition. They
held protest meetings, boycotted British goods,
and patronized indigenous goods. These
activities constituted the classic “svadeśī
movement.”
Partition and svadeśī generated considerable
controversy in the Indian National Congress.
Established in 1885 as a parliamentary body, its
main activity was passing resolutions and
forwarding them to the British, advising them
on their rule. With the svadeśī movement
underway, a young group in the Congress
expressed impatience with its traditional
approach. Rather than petitioning the British
they believed Indians should thoroughly
boycott all British institutions, making British
rule impossible. Their aim went far beyond the
repeal of the partition to “svarāj,” political
independence. That group became known as the
“Extremists” and those opposed, which
consisted of much of the traditional leadership,
were the “Moderates.”
In 1905, Aurobindo began to become
involved in the svadeśī movement, and in 1906,
he became the chief editor of the revolutionary
newspaper, Bande Mataram. In addition to
waging a war of ideas with the Moderates,
Aurobindo used his editorials to try to inspire
the populace of India with the goal of svarāj and
to steel them for a long and difficult struggle. To
accomplish these ends, he and other Extremists
sometimes drew upon Hindu religious themes.
For instance, in the much discussed 1905
pamphlet, “Bhawani Mandir,” Aurobindo
conceived of the people of India as a vast
goddess: “The Shakti we call India, Bhawani
Bharati, is the living unity of the Shaktis of three
hundred millions of people.”19 Later, in Bande
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Mataram, he attempted to channel the religiosity
of Hindus along patriotic lines: “True
patriotism… sees God as the Mother in our
country, God as Shakti in the mass of our
countrymen, and religiously devotes itself to
their service and their liberation from present
sufferings and servitude.”20 As seen, in 1936,
Kripalani wrote that this was alienating to the
Muslims.21
Aurobindo also drew upon heroic themes
from the Mahabharata. He was skeptical that
India could gain independence without an
armed struggle, so he addressed religious
scruples against violence by writing that
“politics is the work of the Kshatriya and it is the
virtues of the Kshatriya we must develop if we
are to be morally fit for freedom. But the first
virtue of the Kshatriya is not to bow his neck to
an unjust yoke but to protect his weak and
suffering countrymen.”22 However, it is
important to realize that the use of religious
themes in Bande Mataram was often utilitarian,
for Aurobindo’s father was an atheist, and he
grew up as an agnostic. Aurobindo said of his
revolutionary days that he had had no interest
in spirituality and little faith in Hindu beliefs.23
Though drawing on Hindu themes,
Aurobindo did not intend the svadeśī movement
to be an essentially Hindu movement. In
September 1906, after the first month of being
an editor, he wrote “Last Friday’s Folly,” an
article in which he indicated that India’s
different religions all have contributions to
make to the greater whole. An independent
India would be “a union of different
nationalities, each preserving its own specific
elements both of organisation and ideal, each
communicating to the others what they lack in
either thought or character…. The Mahomedan,
the Hindu, the Buddhist, the Christian in India
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will not have to cease to be Mahomedan, Hindu,
Buddhist, or Christian, in any sense of the
term.”24 Aurobindo based this vision on the fact
of India’s historic interreligious harmony,
writing that a part of India’s uniqueness was
that it was not merely a “meeting place of
tribes” but of “grown up nations with developed
social and religious lines of their own.”25 Bipan
Chandra Pal, another major Extremist leader
and the founder of Bande Mataram, had a similar
model.26 Although their visions of interreligious
cooperation were commendable, Heehs points
out that Aurobindo and Pal had no active
program of outreach to Muslims to include them
in the svadeśī movement.27
Aurobindo’s model of interreligious
cooperation can be referred to as “pluralistic.”
This is because it elevates and privileges no
particular religion, regarding all of them as
significant. Yet, it is somewhat awkward to
apply that label, for the general concern in the
theology of religions, to which the terminology
of “pluralism,” “inclusivism,” and “exclusivism”
belongs, to routes to divine reality. However,
Aurobindo’s concern at that time was not with
divine reality but with practical, political
concerns.
The pluralistic models of Aurobindo and Pal
were admirable, but they seem like ineffectual
flags and banners next to a grave crisis of early
1907.
There
was
significant
Muslim
participation in the svadeśī movement,
especially in the beginning.28 However, on the
whole, Muslims stayed out of the movement.
Apparently, they did not feel that they had
anything to gain from the patronage of svadeśī
goods, the repeal of partition, or national
independence. This was especially true in East
Bengal, where many Muslims were peasants
renting from Hindu landlords. Muslim peasants
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tended to be reluctant to pay higher prices for
svadeśī goods and the Hindu landlords could be
coercive in their approach.29 Not surprisingly, in
March 1907, Hindu-Muslim riots emerged in
East Bengal.
The causes of the rioting are debatable, and
one can question whether the svadeśī movement
was a cause. In Aurobindo’s time, Indian
nationalists and British officials had different
explanations for it. The nationalists focused on
the anti-Hindu preaching which had
contributed to the riots, believing that the
British had manipulated the Nawab of Dacca,
Salimulla Khan, in such a way that he
encouraged this preaching. The British,
however, focused on coercive actions by svadeśī
landlords and the enthusiasm generated by
svadeśī leadership that they believed caused
disturbance.30 Aurobindo placed blame squarely
on the British and on “rowdy elements of the
Mahomedan population.”31 In fact, he
considered the riots not as “a fight between
Hindus and Mahomedans but between the
[British] bureaucrats and Swadeshists.”32
Considering the riots as a proxy conflict
with the British, Aurobindo suggested that the
riots would continue spreading, that “sparks of
the growing conflagration would set fire to
Western Bengal,” and that a war between the
British and the Indians would emerge.33
Accordingly, he advised svadeśī protestors that,
although they should not initiate violence, they
should be prepared to respond to violence with
violence. For instance, he stated, “The right of
self-defence entitles us not merely to defend our
heads but to retaliate on those of the headbreakers.”34 Also, he considered those Indians
who did not cooperate with the boycott of
British goods as traitors to the nation and wrote
that they must be socially boycotted.35
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How did Aurobindo feel about the Muslims
in the wake of this crisis? To begin, as seen, he
placed blame for the riots on the British, not the
Muslims, excepting for a “rowdy” element
among them.36 Aurobindo thus remained
positive about Islam and Hindu-Muslim
relations.37 This is clear in two editorials written
during the period of the riots, both entitled
“Shall India Be Free?” in which he discussed
Mughal rule in a positive light. Aurobindo stated
that the Mughals became insiders to India, that
they did not fundamentally alter all of the
preexisting power dynamics, and that they did
not consolidate all power in themselves.38
Furthermore, he wrote of the historic conflicts
not in terms of an inherent opposition between
Hinduism and Islam but in more general terms
as an inevitable clash between “the religion of
the” conquered “people” and “the religion of
their rulers.” In those conflicts, “India…, did not
lose its power of organic readjustment and
development.”39 Finally, in an article written a
year later, he attributed current Hindu-Muslim
strife to the British policy of divide and rule, and
argued that constructive efforts to develop the
villages could be a powerful means to a renewed
Hindu-Muslim amity.40
Aurobindo’s ongoing confidence in HinduMuslim relations, during a dark period, is
commendable and significant. Yet, there was a
problematic aspect to it. He was confident, in
part, because he primarily blamed the British for
the riots, not the Muslims. Regardless of
whatever truth lie in that assignment of blame,
it overlooks the fact that many Muslims might
have had legitimate problems with the svadeśī
movement, which historians like Sarkar argued
they did.41 Before the riots, Aurobindo proposed
his pluralistic model of interreligious
cooperation, but it was not equal to the
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challenges of the times. Although all the players
in that model, including Christianity and Islam,
were conceived as being on a level playing field,
in reality, the field was not level. How can there
be genuine cooperation when there are
disparities of power, resources, and influence
between the different players?42
Given the tensions surrounding the svadeśī
movement, it will not surprise the reader to
know that, in 1907, the svadeśī movement was
declining and that it died out in 1908. Sarkar
claimed it failed because it did not “draw in the
peasant masses and… bridge the gulf between
the Hindus and the Muslims.”43 The conjunction
of religion and politics in the svadeśī movement
is often regarded as a main culprit in the
movement’s demise.44 In particular, as seen,
Kripalani’s 1936 article singled out the imagery
of divine motherhood.45 In later decades,
Chandra and Johnson echoed Kripalani’s
complaint.46 Heehs pointed out that the
complaint is generally recycled over and over,
with no supporting evidence.47 That is true of
Chandra’s History of Modern India and Johnson’s
Religious Roots. However, Johnson made a
further, related point that will be explored in
the next section of this paper.
Mehta also raised the issue of Aurobindo’s
use of the theme of divine motherhood, but
made an innovative move. Rather than directly
discussing Muslim alienation, she discussed the
attempt of the nationalists to be spokespeople
for the nation. By using the inclusive imagery of
motherhood, they were projecting themselves
onto the nation: “The continual discursive
privileging of the motherland ideal by the
dominant advocates of nationalism—the
bhadraloks—overshadowed
any
question
regarding the legitimacy of their representation
of the entire nation…. India spoke through
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them…. The emphasis was on the historical
inevitability of the nationalist future, not on the
immediate or eventual resolution of the gross
economic injustices that affected the greater
population who had neither the leisure nor the
opportunity to theorize their own positions.”48
Though not specifically discussing the Muslim
population, Mehta’s general point seems an apt
characterization of Aurobindo’s response to the
1907 East Bengal riots. As Mehta also stated,
“Instead of questioning his prescribed method,
Aurobindo… chose to treat inter-community
strife as an inconvenient distraction from the
ultimate goal of nationhood.”49
Imprisonment and an Inclusivistic Approach

As the svadeśī movement declined, terrorism
took the stage. Sarkar considered the rise of
terrorism as a response to the failure of the
svadeśī movement to rouse the masses:
terrorism was a form of elite action which took
the place of mass action.50 There are
contradictory reports about Aurobindo’s stance
towards the terrorism and his level of
involvement.51 However, after the famous
Muzaffarpur bombing in spring 1908, he and a
coterie of conspirators, which included his
younger brother, Barin, were arrested.
Aurobindo’s imprisonment could only have
made a profound impression on him. He was no
stranger to hardship for he and his elder
brothers had undergone a period of
abandonment and severe poverty as youths in
England. Yet, Aurobindo belonged to the
bhadralok, he was the employ of the ruler of
Baroda for thirteen years, and he gained much
attention and esteem as a svadeśī leader. In
prison, he was torn from that life as he suffered
solitary confinement and numerous other
hardships and indignities. Also, this privileged
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man was with the “peasants, ironmonger,
potter, the doms and the bagdis,” going through
the same experiences as they.52 Those
experiences led Aurobindo, according to Alex
Wolfers, to develop “an insurrectionary and
universalist Hindu metaphysics in which
divinity intervened in human history on the side
of the oppressed.”53
This study will now turn to an aspect of
Wolfer’s findings. To begin, in the months prior
to his imprisonment, under the direction of a
yogī, Vishnu Bhaskar Lele, Aurobindo had some
Advaitic experiences.54 In prison, his spiritual
experiences continued. There, he no longer had
“the pull of a thousand worldly desires” nor the
“attachment towards numerous activities,” but
was alone with the divine.55 Aurobindo claimed
he came to see God in all things, including “the
tree in front of my cell…. the bars of my cell,”
and in the “grating that did duty for a door.” In
fact, “It was Narayana who was guarding and
standing sentry over me.”56 Thus, after his
imprisonment Aurobindo, said that “I realised in
the mind, I realised in the heart,… the truths of
the Hindu religion. They became living
experiences to me.”57
Furthermore, the “thieves and dacoits”
made a deep impression on Aurobindo by
putting him “to shame by their sympathy, their
kindness, the humanity triumphant over such
adverse circumstances.”58 There was also a
“Mohammedan convict” who “used to love the
accused” conspirators “like his own children.”59
Accordingly, Aurobindo came to believe that
“the Lord… dwells in every body.”60
Furthermore, “the Lord comes to” those who
offer their lives in “the service of the Lord” and
sees him “in all men, in all nations, in his own
land, in the miserable, the poor, the fallen and
the sinner.”61 Consequently, “the hard cover of”
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Aurobindo’s life “opened up and a spring of love
for all creatures gushed from within.”62
In May 1909, acquitted and released from
prison, Aurobindo resumed political activities
by initiating the English and Bengali periodicals,
Karmayogin and Dharma. In the first issue of
Karmayogin, in the editorial “‘Swaraj’ and the
Musulman,” Aurobindo discussed HinduMuslim relations. An element appeared in this
editorial that was missing from his earlier,
pluralistic model of religion and his editorial on
Hindu-Muslim relations. This new element was
the approach of sympathetic understanding:
“Hindu-Mahomedan unity…. must be sought…
in the heart and the mind, for where the causes
of disunion are, there the remedies must be
sought. We shall do well in trying to solve the
problem to remember that misunderstanding is
the most fruitful cause of our differences, that
love compels love and that strength conciliates
the strong. We must strive to remove the causes
of misunderstanding by a better mutual
knowledge and sympathy.”63
In accord with this new stance, Aurobindo
wrote in the inaugural issue of Karmayogin that
the journal will “make it a main part” of its
“work to place Mahomed and Islam in a new
light before our readers, to spread juster views
of Mahomedan history and civilisation, to
appreciate the Musulman’s place in our national
development and the means of harmonising his
communal life with our own”64 Aurobindo wrote
in the first issue of Karmayogin, in “Ourselves,”
that the journal will explore the “knowledge” of
what it means to be Indian, whether that
knowledge be “the Vedanta or Sufism, the
temple or the mosque…, whatever national asset
we have, indigenous or acclimatised, it
[Karmayogin] will seek to make known, to put in
its right place and appreciate.”65

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol34/iss1/20
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1810

In “‘Swaraj’ and the Musulman,” Aurobindo
founded his new approach of sympathy and
listening on a religious inclusivism. Earlier, he
had established his pluralistic model on the
historic fact of Hindu-Muslim unity and the
present need for political cooperation. Though
previously interested mainly in politics,
following his experiences in prison, spiritual
interests became more central to Aurobindo.
Accordingly, in Karmayogin, he affirmed HinduMuslim relations on an explicitly religious basis:
“We must extend the unfaltering love of the
patriot to our Musulman brother, remembering
always that in him too Narayana dwells and to
him too our Mother has given a permanent place
in her bosom.”66
Aurobindo’s inclusivism in “‘Swaraj’ and the
Musulman,” which espouses love and
empathetic understanding, is commendable.
However, inclusivisms have a reverse side to
them. They affirm another religion, but they do
so on the terms of the religion of the inclusivist.
An inclusivism maps other religions onto the
religious world of the inclusivist and thereby
subordinates them.67 For instance, with regard
to Aurobindo, David Johnson pointed out that
“to the Muslim, acceptance of his scheme of
reconciliation is actually acceptance of another
religious point of view.”68 This contributed,
according to Johnson, to the alienation of the
Muslims which Chandra and other scholars have
commented on.69 Yet, although Heehs
challenged the idea that Aurobindo’s political
use of religion contributed to that alienation,
Heehs nevertheless observed that his inclusivist
affirmation of Islam did not drawn Muslims in.
“Few Muslims were comforted by” it, excepting
“highly cultivated men like Abul Kalam Azad.”70
Although Aurobindo’s new, inclusivistic
approach in the first issue of Karmayogin had
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that limitation, one should not fault him over
much on that issue. If one has a worldview, one
is going to understand other people in terms of
that worldview. For instance, the Freudian
understands religious beliefs and practices in
terms of frustrated desire, not in the terms by
which the Christian or Muslim primarily
understands himself or herself. The relevant
question is the extent to which the inclusivist,
while adhering to a particular worldview, can
affirm another party and be open to him or her.
In the first issue of Karmayogin, in intending to
write about India’s Islamic heritage, Aurobindo
was intending to stretch his limits and the limits
of the journal’s readership. In endorsing an
empathetic understanding, Aurobindo was
making a step outside the elitism which Mehta
accused him of.
The Minto-Morley Reforms and Hindu Primacy

Aurobindo intended, in Karmayogin, to instill
a positive appreciation of Islam. However, in the
ten months that the journal ran, he did not carry
out this plant. Instead, in terms of HinduMuslim relations, a crisis occupied his attention.
This was the Indian Councils Act of 1909, more
commonly known as the Minto-Morley reforms.
The act met some longstanding goals of the
Indian National Congress by establishing a
system of elections and expanding the number
of Indian seats on the governing councils. On top
of those changes, it reserved some seats for
Muslims and established a separate, Muslim
electorate.
The issue of reserved seats and a separate
electorate had roots in the Simla Deputation of
October 1906. While the Moderates and
Extremists of the Congress were wrangling with
each other over the svadeśī movement, a circle
of influential Muslims from Dacca, the Deccan,
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and Aligarh met with the Viceroy, Lord Minto.
They did not feel that their best interests lie
with either the Moderates or the Extremists.
They believed that, in an electoral system,
whether in a colonized India or an independent
India, the Muslims would be dwarfed by the
Hindus. These Muslim leaders thought that
British rule was better for India than
independence, for the British could guarantee
the interests of the different segments of Indian
society. Should an electoral system be
established, they hoped that it would include
reserved seats and a separate electorate for
Muslims. Later that year, these leaders
established the All-India Muslim League to
advance their political interests.71
In Bande Mataram and Karmayogin,
Aurobindo wrote about the activities of the
Muslim League. On the one hand, he did not
believe that the British would grant reserved
seats and a separate electorate, but on the other
hand, he considered the activities of the Muslim
League as healthy exercises that would
contribute to Indian nationalism.72 Later, when
the reforms were issued in November 1909,
Aurobindo was shocked, considering them as a
blow to Indian nationalism: “We will not for a
moment accept separate electorates or separate
representation, not because we are opposed to a
large Mahomedan influence…, but because we
will be no party to a distinction which
recognises Hindu and Mahomedan as
permanently separate political units and thus
precludes the growth of a single and indivisible
Indian nation.”73 Also, he had earlier written
that reserved seats and a separate electorate
would be a new expression of the British policy
of divide and rule, for a Muslim electorate loyal
to Britain would be a counterweight to Hindu
demands.74
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Not surprisingly, with the release of the
reforms there was an increase in Hindu-Muslim
tension.75 In ominous language, probably
referring to John Morley and Lord Minto,
Aurobindo wrote that “the question of separate
representation… is one of those momentous
issues raised in haste by a statesman unable to
appreciate the forces with which he is dealing,
which bear fruit no man expected and least of all
the ill-advised Frankenstein who was first
responsible for its creation.”76 These forces
included an emerging, reactionary Hindu
nationalism which sought to advance the
political interests of Hindus. Later this
nationalism would give birth to the Hindu
Mahasabha.
Just as Aurobindo expressed disapproval of
the new reforms which divided Hindus and
Muslims into separate political blocs, he also
expressed disapproval in the editorial, “Hindu
Sabha,” of the new Hindu nationalism. This
nationalism would reinforce the political
division by pitting “the mass and force of a
united Hinduism against the intensity of a
Mahomedan self-assertion.”77 A reason that
such divisive nationalism must be avoided is
that “under modern conditions India can only
exist as a whole,” not as separate territories as
in times past.78 Furthermore, India is “a country
where Mahomedan and Hindu live intermingled
and side by side,” so there is no “geographical
base” for a “Hindu nationality.”79
Although eschewing Hindu nationalism, at
the end of “Hindu Sabha,” Aurobindo took a
different turn. He insisted that, in an Indian
nationalism, Hinduism must have priority,
although the Muslims are to be included: “Our
ideal therefore is an Indian Nationalism, largely
Hindu in its spirit and traditions,… but wide
enough also to include the Moslem and his
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culture and traditions and absorb them into
itself.”80 The reason for the Hindu priority is
that, although the Muslim presence permeates
India, Hindus are connected with the land in a
way that Muslims are not: “The Hindu made the
land and the people and persists, by the
greatness of his past, his civilisation and his
culture and his invincible virility, in holding it.”
Furthermore, Aurobindo pointed out that the
Muslim leaders based their separatist stance, in
part, on loyalties that lie outside of India: “The
Mahomedans base their separateness and their
refusal to regard themselves as Indians first and
Mahomedans afterwards on the existence of
great Mahomedan nations to which they feel
themselves more akin, in spite of our common
birth and blood, to us. Hindus have no such
resource. For good or evil, they are bound to the
soil and to the soil alone.”81
With the shock of the Minto-Morley
reforms, the subordinationist aspect of
Aurobindo’s inclusivism came to the fore and
the approach of sympathetic understanding
receded. In “Hindu Sabha,” the Muslim appears
as somewhat of an unruly outsider who must be
subordinated to the whole.82 Just as Aurobindo
earlier did not take into account Muslim
concerns regarding the svadeśī movement,
neither did he take into account Muslim
concerns about electoral politics. As Heehs
pointed out, nationalists like Aurobindo “may
have been right in arguing that reservations
tended to divide the nascent nation; but they
had no viable alternatives to offer. Aurobindo
remained opposed to special concessions to
Muslims even when more practical politicians
realized that they were necessary…. Some
positive political gesture was needed to
demonstrate that the Hindu majority was not,…
‘homogenizing difference’.”83
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Although asserting Hindu primacy, it must
be kept in mind that Aurobindo eschewed Hindu
nationalism itself. Furthermore, just as he had
maintained faith in Hindu-Muslim relations in
spite of the 1907 riots, he maintained faith in
spite of the 1909 Minto-Morley reforms. As he
wrote in “The Country and Nationalism,” in the
month following the release of the reforms,
“harmony will be achieved;… Brother is unable
to understand brother, we do not sympathise
with each other’s feelings, between heart and
heart there are immense barriers. These have to
be overcome with much effort. Yet one need not
fear.”84 Also, without the Muslim component of
the nation, “we shall… deprive ourselves of the
full flowering of nationalism.”85
Conclusion

In two main ways, Peter Heehs challenged
the conflation of Aurobindo’s nationalism with
today’s Hindu nationalism. The first was
showing the distinctions between the two
nationalisms. The second was illustrating the
gradual genesis of the conflation. This paper
confirms Heehs’s position that Aurobindo’s
stance towards Muslims, at least during the
period under consideration, 1906–1909, was
positive and very different from today’s
exclusivistic Hindu nationalism. Even more,
Aurobindo maintained his positive stance in the
face of the 1907 East Bengal riots and the tamer
issue of the 1909 Minto-Morley reforms.
Regarding Heehs’s second approach, an
examination of Chandra’s History of Modern India
and Johnson’s Religious Roots illustrate his point
that not much historical evidence is given that
Aurobindo’s political use of religious themes
was alienating to Muslims.
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Yet, the issue of Aurobindo’s stance towards
the Muslims was complex. He affirmed that
Muslims have an essential place in the Indian
nation. Yet, he made that affirmation from a
position of societal privilege. He was insensitive,
for instance, to Muslim concerns about the
svadeśī movement and electoral politics.
Muslims belong in India, but Hindus set the
terms. Still, his experiences in prison put
Aurobindo, at least temporarily, in more of a
listening stance.
In 1910, Aurobindo left behind his political
involvement, departing Bengal for Pondicherry.
Over the next forty years, until his death in 1950,
he acquired a worldwide reputation as a
spiritual master. During those decades, his
political interests and concerns stretched far
beyond Indian nationalism to worldwide
issues.86 Also, Aurobindo dropped the
nationalistic appropriation of the theme of
divine motherhood, the appropriation which
many later found highly problematic. Also, he
condemned religious persecution as being
opposed to the new “religion of humanity,”
which he was advocating.87
During his forty decades in Pondicherry,
Aurobindo rarely wrote about Islam.88 However,
he and his disciples discussed Islam in
conjunction with contemporary Indian
politics.89 Mainly on the basis of extant
discussions, Jyotirmaya Sharma concluded that
Aurobindo was a progenitor of today’s
Hindutva.90 Still, what Aurobindo stated during
those decades, both in writings and in
conversations, merits careful study. His
statements from those later decades, just as his
earlier statements from 1906–1909, need to be
examined in their historical context and in the
context of his overall system of thought.
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Abstract
THIS brief

comparative study seeks to
understand specific imagery and symbolism of
divine love within the Carmelite Catholic and
the Chaitanya Vaishnava traditions. Here I
examine some of the nuanced aesthetic and
theological dimensions of their greatest
symbolic imagery of divine love: the crucifixion
of Jesus and the Rāsa Maṇḍala of Krishna. The
juxtaposition of the shift between the
standardized depiction of divine love within
each tradition and their later developed
depictions demonstrates how each tradition's
dramatic departure embodies a more personal,
more distilled and intensified unique
expression, while possibly even sharing a
particular theological moment within the
experiences of sacrifice, suffering, and
salvation of divine love.

Ultimate imagery of divine love

The Catholic tradition within Christianity
and the Vaishnava tradition within Hinduism
each celebrate a singular focal point of worship,
a supreme emblem of faith, and an ultimate
image of divine love. The imagery of each
expresses what is most deeply cherished, and
what is considered to be most precious in each
tradition respectively. Each vision of divine
love contains the powerful elements of sacrifice
in love, suffering in love, and salvation in love.
Each image arises out of a sacred narrative
found in their respective scriptures, which then
in turn receive deep theological reflection and
explication. However, each tradition through
its symbolism of supreme love paints a picture
of sacrifice, suffering, and salvation very
differently and distinctively.
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In this brief presentation, it is the
crucifixion for the Carmelite Catholics and the
Rāsa Maṇḍala of Rādhā and Krishna for the
Chaitanya Vaishnavas on which I will focus.
Specifically, from each of these traditions, I
examine an older, very original sample of the
imagery and couple it with a significant later
image that certainly represents a departure
from the earlier imagery, yet which illuminates
and expands upon the earlier. My purpose for
engaging an earlier or more original model of
divine love in the background of both the later
developed Carmelite and Chaitanya expressions
of divine love is to demonstrate how both
traditions, in their own ways, distill, intensify,
and develop further the experience of divine
love as evidenced in their later developed,
unique aesthetic forms of expression.
For the crucifixion, which I will examine
first, I only briefly engage an early crucifixion
icon from the Greek Orthodox Church, which
represents the standard, frontal view of the
crucifixion in contrast to the three-quarter
angle aerial view of the crucifixion drawing of
John of the Cross. Focusing on the latter allows
me to highlight the unique forms of expression
and elements of sacrifice, suffering, and
salvation in the crucifixion. For the Rāsa
Maṇḍala, my examination will emphasize the
classical, very popular depiction of the “great
circle dance” and then its abbreviated or
collapsed imagery of it in the portrait of the
two figures of Rādhā and Krishna that are so
treasured and worshipped in temple settings.
Each of these displays of supreme love contains
the three major elements:
(1) sacrifice in divine love
(2) suffering in divine love
(3) salvation in divine love

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

In order to observe these three elements, I will
resort to the narrative material that
contextualizes these images.
The Crucifixion: aesthetic and theological
analysis

The history of the depiction of the
crucifixion is extraordinarily rich and complex.
The sheer variety of depictions is tremendous.
And one also finds a great variety in the
depictions of the Rāsa Maṇḍala imagery as well.
The variations and permutations of the
imagery for the ultimate focal point in worship
attests not only to the ultimate importance of
the image but also to its infinite capacity to be
personalized in its representation—two
essential factors that indicate the greatness of
ultimate religious symbols of a tradition.
The depictions of the crucifixion in
painting throughout its history almost always
show a ground level, frontal view of the event.
Whether the viewer is placed farther or closer
to Jesus on the cross, the depiction involves one
of seeing Jesus from a standing position looking
slightly up at Jesus who is raised above the
ground on the cross. The view is usually one
from being directly in front of the cross,
though there are some depictions from a threequarter view from one side or the other, but
always as if standing on the ground. Often the
depiction of the crucifixion is without anyone
else standing by witnessing the suffering Jesus
on the cross. It is just the viewer alone with
Jesus in those instances. However, we the
viewer often join other onlookers who are
grieving the loss of Jesus, who, standing much
closer to the side or directly in front of Jesus,
visibly feel the devastation of the event. In
Figure 1, an early Greek Orthodox icon, we join
onlookers who are crying out and grieving.

35

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 34, No. 1 [2021], Art. 20

Sacrifice, Suffering, and Salvation 33
Various figures have a nimbus around their
heads, as does Jesus, indicating their elevated
holy status. Also present are angels in midair,
flying in the background. However, the little
drawing of the crucifixion by St. John of the
Cross presents us with a very different, yet
extraordinarily powerful expression that is
worthy of our attention.1

unusual angle and perspective is dramatic: it
gives the picture a great deal of tension.

Figure 2. The Crucifix Drawing by St. John of the
Cross. The original is preserved in the Carmelite
Monastery of the Incarnation, in Ávila, Spain. 16th
century.

Figure 1. Attributed to Bernardo Daddi.
The Crucifixion, c. 1335. Samuel H. Kress
Collection 1961.9.2, National Gallery of Art,
Washington, DC.

The first feature which immediately stands out
in the drawing is the unusual perspective St.
John provides for his viewer (see Figure 2). The
cross and the figure of Christ have a strong,
downward, one-point perspective from a threequarter aerial view. One is virtually looking
down from above, and slightly in front of, the
cross on to the left side of Christ. This angle of
vision of Christ on the cross immediately sets
St. John’s drawing apart from all other
representations of the crucified Christ in the
history of Christian art. The effect of this
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While this angle of viewing the crucifix
establishes the drawing’s drama, there are
other elements that contribute to its intensity.
The cross itself leans so far to the right of the
composition that it appears as though it were
about to fall backwards. One struggles to keep
the cross upright while viewing it. Most people,
seeing the drawing for the first time, are
compelled to turn the picture on its left side to
compensate for this strained angle.
At the same time, the strong downward
force of the perspective and the weight of
Christ’s body, which is accentuated by his knees
buckling under him and his head hanging
parallel to the ground, is in competition with
the dramatic angle of the cross itself. Christ’s
body is falling forward to the left of the
composition, pulling in the opposite direction
from the backward-leaning cross.
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Christ’s outstretched arms add still further
to the vexing tension that vibrates throughout
the composition. The spikes through the palms
are large, with the limits of strain in the arms
portrayed by long, tendon-like lines, and drops
of blood fall in the air. This tension created in
the arms is further emphasized by the swollen
chest, shoulder and back muscles, and the
feeling of the weight of Christ’s body as he is
falling forward.
Certain responses are invoked by the work
whether the viewer is familiar with St. John’s
writings. The work commands a new attention
from the viewer. The radically different angle
from which the crucifix is seen emphasizes,
perhaps even more than other depictions of the
crucifix, the intense suffering of Christ. The
angle causes Christ’s left hand, with the spike
prominent, to be the part of his body closest to
the viewer. Again, the suffering of Christ is
emphasized. And finally, this angle causes
Christ’s face to be hidden. All these features of
the picture are generated simply by the angle
and would leave the viewer with a feeling of
devastation.
Aside from the influence of angle, however,
there is another powerful element at work. This
element is the interplay of light and shadow
which is the most subtle, intriguing, and
important aspect of the composition. The
source of light appears to be above the cross;
but, unlike the viewer who is at a three-quarter
angle slightly in front of the cross, the light
comes from behind and from above the cross
while still close. As light comes from above and
behind the cross to the right of the viewer, and
as light illuminates the sides and top of the
cross, it leaves Christ’s form in shadow, with his
head falling away from the light. The figure of
Christ is dark with lines indicating only the
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general shape and form of it. One’s vision is
irresistibly drawn, by the angle, down toward
Christ’s darkened bodily form, and is
simultaneously drawn toward the light
reflected on the cross that is near. This
illumination gives the viewer a subtle sense of
relief from the utter despair portrayed in the
strained and darkened figure of Christ.
Thus, the power of this composition lies in
the dynamic between the influences of the
angle of vision and the effect of light on the
subject. What is the significance of this very
vivid and dramatic portrayal of Christ’s
suffering? Why is the light coming from
behind, and what is the source of this light?
And why is the viewer placed in this position in
relation to Christ and to the light coming from
behind Christ?
The full significance of this work must be
understood in terms of St. John’s mystical
doctrine of divine love. Anyone who is
acquainted with the extensive writings of St.
John of the Cross knows that he de-emphasized
trinitarian mysticism. But more importantly,
he dwelt even less on the crucifixion of Christ.
In his writings, he intricately describes the
rigorous ascetic practices of the mystical life
and the experiences of divine union with God.
This perfection of divine union is characterized
by a marriage between the individual soul, who
is always the bride, and Christ, who is the
beloved Bridegroom. This is known as “Bridal
Mysticism,” which is central to St. John’s
teachings. Given this, why does St. John
emphasize the crucifix through this very vivid
drawing?
St. John wrote very detailed and didactic
treatises, but he also utilized aesthetic forms
for expressing his religious experiences. He
wrote much poetry that communicated divine
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matters in a way that mere prose could not, for
all his treatises are commentaries on his
poetry. As for this drawing, it is known to be
the product of a vision. But he chose not to
express this vision in poetry. Apparently, the
subject of this vision was better communicated
through a picture than through any verbal
expression.
The work was obviously derived from an
inner-religious experience––for its style and
composition are unique. It was not meant to be
a public image, or even an icon. Rather, it was
the pure and simple expression of an esoteric
vision, shared only with his fellow spiritual
aspirants. Therefore, if we are to interpret this
drawing, we must go to St. John’s works. In St.
John’s prose or poetry, it is rare to find
anything that relates the crucifixion to his
doctrine of the divine marriage. But we do find
three small stanzas in one of his lesser-known
poems. Here, Christ is speaking to the Father:
Your great power will be seen
And Your justice and wisdom.
I will go and tell the world,
Spreading the word
Of Your beauty and sweetness
And of Your sovereignty.
I will go seek My bride
And take upon Myself
Her weariness and labors
In which she suffers so;
And that she may have life
I will die for her
And, lifting her out of that deep,
I will restore her to You.2
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These few verses poignantly and
powerfully reveal the mystery of St. John's
unique depiction of the crucifixion. As these
verses plainly express, Christ, the Bridegroom,
wants to relieve the bride, or the soul, of her
suffering by taking it upon himself. And, in
doing so, he restores her to the Father.
The viewer of this work is verily the bride,
who is looking on from above at the tortured
Bridegroom, and who is compelled in the
direction of the light source, being restored to
the Father. The picture, even more than these
revealing verses, conveys the absolute suffering
and sacrifice of Christ, expressing his intensity
of love for the bride. While the bride
experiences feelings of grief and separation,
the light provides a sense of the presence of the
Father to whom the bride is restored. Thus, the
crucifix for St. John is an expression of the
intensity of love that the Bridegroom has for
the bride as she enters the inner life of God.
The Rāsa Maṇḍala: aesthetic and theological
analysis

As the event of the crucifixion is the
climactic event of the Jesus story in the biblical
New Testament, so the formation of the great
circle, or maṇḍala of dancers—Krishna with the
cowherd maidens of Vraja, or the Vraja
Gopikās—is the climactic event within the
ultimate story, known as the Rāsa Līlā (the
“play” or līlā of the “circular dance” known as
the rāsa), within the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (see
figure 3).3 Again, there are endless depictions,
with all their variations, for this most
celebrated vision of the Rāsa Maṇḍala. And the
Rāsa Maṇḍala and its manifestation in the two
divine figures of Rādhā and Krishna function as
the ultimate vision of divine love, the very focal
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point of worship, as the crucifixion is for so
much of Christianity.
The word rāsa indicates a certain ancient
dance form that is comprised of the circular
formation of many female dancers, whose
hands or arms are interlocked with each other
in a chain-like manner, and around whose
necks the arms of their male dance partners are
placed. In the līlā or play of Krishna’s rāsa dance
with the Gopīs, however, it is Krishna who
duplicates himself from the center of the rāsa
circle by virtue of his divine power and
becomes the sole male partner for each and
every Gopī.
The dance takes place in the paradisal
forest of Vraja in which the lotus flowers, full
fruit trees and honeybees come alive during the
enchanting night, when this divine dance is
performed under the full moon of the autumn
harvest season. Indeed, the colors that fill the
scenery are those of autumn. The viewer of any
depiction of the Rāsa Maṇḍala can immediately
grasp the joyous occasion of the event. Though
the event occurs at night under the full moon,
the dancers are always very colorfully adorned
and luminously glowing from the arena of the
forest setting. The viewer witnesses from an
angular, ariel view the full circle of the Vraja
Gopikās as they dance, each experiencing the
exclusive attention of the divinity, Krishna. It is
almost as if the viewer, in effect, joins the other
distantly depicted celestial beings floating in
the sky who all joyously witness the
performance
while
singing,
playing
instruments, and showering flowers down upon
the dancers. We, the viewer, have joined the
audience that is most often depicted in artistic
renderings of the Rāsa. The narrative informs
us that they sing songs of love in harmony with
Krishna and in chorus, as the percussive sounds
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of the bells on their ankles and belts tingle,
while their bracelets clang to the rhythmic
movements of their forms, and celestial beings
shower flowers down, joining in with song and
drumming from the heavens.

Figure 3. The Wondrous Circle of the Rāsa Dance:
Rāsa Maṇḍala. Painting by Krishna Priya in
Jaipur, State of Rajasthan, India (2001). Opaque
watercolor, silver, and gold on handmade jute
and cotton board (31 ½” by 23 ½”).

Composition designed, commissioned by and
located in the private collection of the author.4
The formation of dancers in a circle or
maṇḍala is loaded with symbolic significance. A
circle has no beginning or no end, both in time
and space, and thus expresses what is unending
and eternal. There is no limit as to how many
dancers may join this circle. Just as in
geometry, a singular point can be inserted
between any two points that constitute the
circle, indefinitely and repeatedly. There is no
limit to how many dancers may join the eternal
circle of the Rāsa dance. The space within the
circle projects a feeling of a closed and
exclusive intimacy, while the space outside the
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circle is open to and inclusive of everything
and everyone. This simultaneously existing
concavity and convexity of the circle points to
the synergistic necessity of both, and a feeling
of closedness and openness in the Rāsa, which
speaks to the exclusivism and inclusivism,
respectively, in a relationship of supreme love
with the divine. Moreover, the Rāsa Maṇḍala
promotes a balanced sense of individuality that
is fully supported by a powerful sense of
community and unity.
The circle of the Rāsa is not just any circle,
but a circle of dancers that is one of dynamic
sacred movement. Note that around the heads
of all the female dancers as well as the
duplicated forms of Krishna is the glow of a
nimbus, which indicates the transcendent and
holy state of this event and the personages
within it. This event is otherworldly, yet also
feels like a paradisial part of this world.
The circle of the Rāsa is not static. It
revolves around the circle’s center point,
indicated by the circular movement of dancers.
Krishna became the very center point of the
circle when the Vraja Gopikās linked arms with
each other surrounding him. Then, as it were,
Krishna adds to the circle of Gopīs his own
centrifugally duplicated forms to attend each
Gopī in the dance. But invariably, almost
always, the viewer does not see Krishna
standing at the center alone, as the Bhāgavata
narrative describes him. Rather, Krishna is
almost always depicted as standing there
alongside his goddess consort, Rādhā, the most
beloved among all the Vraja Gopikās. It is far
more the exception than the rule to find Rādhā
missing at the center of the Rāsa Maṇḍala.
The presence of a singular Vraja Gopikā,
identified as Rādhā, is a radical departure from
and addition to the Rāsa Līlā’s passage wherein
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the Rāsa Maṇḍala is described in detail. There is
not even a hint of any other figure
accompanying Krishna in such descriptions.
This discrepancy between the narrative and
artistic expressions points to the theological
vision of the Chaitanya school of Vaishnavism,
the school that is responsible for the natural
expectation on the part of almost every Hindu
to find Rādhā with Krishna at the center of the
Rāsa.
Put in the simplest terms, the school
explains that the Vraja Gopikās who make up
the circle of female dancers are the
embodiments of Rādhā’s emotions. Thus, the
whole Rāsa Maṇḍala is simply a portrait of both
Rādhā and Krishna: the Vraja Gopikās, each as a
particular embodiment of Rādhā’s emotions,
are themselves partially duplicate forms of the
goddess Rādhā herself. Krishna’s duplicate
forms standing with each one of the Gopīs are,
of course, ways in which Krishna lovingly
attends to each and every emotional display of
Rādhā. While the narrative of the sacred text
centrifugally sends multiple duplications of
Krishna out into the circle of female dancers,
the interpretive eye of the Chaitanya
theological school centripetally projects from
the Vraja Gopikās into the very center of the
circle with Krishna the goddess Gopī, Rādhā,
from whom all the other Gopīs originate.
How can Krishna be without his greatest
beloved, Rādhā, at the center of the Rāsa
Maṇḍala? Impossible, says the Chaitanya
school. Thus, the Rāsa Maṇḍala is an expanded
form of the divine couple, as I have spelled out
in previous work I have done.5 And the
standardized, intimate depiction of Rādhā and
Krishna standing together united in divine love
is essentially a condensed form of the Rāsa
Maṇḍala. When gazing or contemplating the
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divine figures of Rādhā and Krishna, cultivated
worshippers see all the Vraja Gopikās and all
the duplications of Krishna; and when gazing
upon the imagery of the Rāsa Maṇḍala,
worshippers see a portrait of the two divine
figures.
The standard portrait of both Rādhā and
Krishna can be seen in Figure 4. By standard, I
am referring to both the image’s artistic and
ecclesiastical contexts. Both Krishna and Rādhā
are standing, facing forward with their gazes
toward the viewer. Now the viewer has a direct
frontal view of the divine figures, in contrast to
the ariel view of the Rāsa Maṇḍala. In the
rendering of the divine couple shown in Figure
4, one easily observes the emphasis on the
loving couple, not only by Rādhā’s loving
posture that favors Krishna’s form, but also in
the various traditional and conventional motifs
of loving couples employed in painting, such as
pairs of birds, a pair of calves, a tree with a vine
wrapped around it, etc.
In contrast to the divine figures of Rādhā
and Krishna who are dancing within the circle
of the Rāsa, here in the standard portrait they
are standing closely to one another as if calling
out to the viewer. Indeed, Krishna, while
holding a flute up to his mouth with both arms,
stands with one foot casually crossing over the
other stationary foot. This pose of Krishna,
with its flowing bodily curvature, is known as
his very lovely and attractive “three-fold
bending form.” It is with the music of the flute
that Krishna calls souls to himself and his
yearning heart, the very music he makes to
attract the Vraja Gopikās out of their homes to
be with him in the forest to perform the Rāsa
dance. It could perhaps be conjectured that
when Krishna is closely present with Rādhā and
playing the flute, that the divine couple is
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calling us, the viewer, to them. It is as if they
are calling viewers to join them in the eternal
dance of the Rāsa.
Western and Indian scholars alike have
viewed the amorous or even “erotic” imagery
of the Rāsa Līlā allegorically as the soul’s
passion to be united with God, and some take it
as a form of mystical eroticism. Still others fear
that its impassioned expressions might
promote a degrading form of religion. The
Vaishnava devotee, however, to this day,
embraces the episode as the perfect picture of
God’s most intimate self, in the most profound
revelation of divine love.

Figure 4. Rādhā and Krishna in Vraja Scenery.
Ivory miniature 5 3/4” x 3 5/8”. 19th century.
Artist unknown (initials "CK" appear on bottom
right corner). Miniature in the private
collection of the author.

Comparative reflections: Sacrifice, suffering,
and salvation

The view afforded by the artistic rendering
of these greatest symbols of divine love send
powerful theological messages to the viewer.
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The viewers of St. John’s crucifixion and the
Rāsa Maṇḍala experience a viewpoint that is
aerial. Such an aerial view dramatically draws
the viewer closer to the arena of salvation.
With the former, the viewer is being lifted up
into the realm of light in which God dwells.
With the latter, the viewer is being lifted up to
view the full circle and splendorous sight of the
Rāsa dance, as an invitation to enter it, to
participate in it, and ultimately to be drawn
into it. The frontal view of most crucifixion
depictions and the conventional frontal view of
the divine couple are both confronting and
beckoning at the same time. Both call the
viewer into engagement with the event of
redemption, salvation, and elevation.
The contrasts between the two great
images and their surrounding, altar-like
narratives are dramatic and telling. In the
Christian context, it is God that makes the
sacrifice, while in the Vaishnava context, the
soul makes the sacrifice. In the former, God
sends his only son, and when he does, he is
tortured, suffers, and dies a most agonizing
death. In the latter, God as Krishna does not
sacrifice, but the Gopīs do. They leave home
and effectively die to the world, sacrificing all
social norms, and they even relinquish their
physical bodies to be with Krishna, undergoing
a kind of death. Both expressions of sacrifice
are ultimate, total, and necessitate death as a
means to a salvific end. Both speak to the ways
in which the power of divine love is boundless
and ultimately cannot be contained by
anything in this world.
The greater narrative of the Christian
symbol begins in the divine realm with God
sending his only begotten son to this world,
and then returns to the divine realm via the
resurrection. Again, it is God doing all the work

https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/jhcs/vol34/iss1/20
DOI: 10.7825/2164-6279.1810

here. In contrast, it is the soul that begins in
this world (as a Gopī does in her home),
undergoes a transformative death that gives
the soul a spiritual body to be with Krishna in
the Rāsa, and then the soul returns to this
world (as the Gopīs do at the end of the Rāsa
event). In the Vaishnava instance, all the work
is being done by the soul. The former displays
the power of God’s love through his grace, and
the latter displays the power of the soul’s love
through her devotional passion. The former
displays God’s power of love to become weak
and meek like a human, and the latter displays
the soul’s power of love to become elevated to
the divine to participate in the inner life of God.
It is God who initiates the gift of grace to
humans through Jesus. It is also God who, out of
a divine yearning, calls all souls to his heart
through the sounding of the divine flute. In the
former, souls are absolved of their sins and
suffering by God’s sacrifice, whereas in the
latter, souls are absolved of any suffering and
even worldly happiness by their own sacrifice
and intense passion in their love for the divine.
Both traditions infuse in the hearts of their
worshippers an intense longing for the divine
but in very different ways. In the suffering that
Jesus undergoes, worshippers suffer with Jesus.
Some Christians may even feel or experience
his wounds or desire to do so. There is a
profound sense of the suffering in Jesus’
sacrifice that is powerful enough to save souls
from sin. This longing and grieving for Jesus is
a powerful, divinely uniting force for the
Christian, and the crucifixion in compelling
ways stimulates this relationship.
In my analyses of the Rāsa Līlā, I have
shown that there are nine phases or
characteristics of divine love: (1) awakening (2)
anticipation (3) meeting (4) conflict (5)
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separation (6) devastating loss (7) reunion (8)
rejoicing, and (9) returning. The formation of
the Rāsa Maṇḍala occurs during the eighth
phase, rejoicing in the triumph of love. I believe
that these phases can be observed as occurring
in the Jesus narrative as well. The crucifixion,
for example, would be occurring at the sixth
phase, which is devastating loss and grief in the
experience of God’s absence and an intense
longing to be with God and to be saved by God.
But the existence of the sixth phase, as with
any other phase, depends on the existence and
experience of the other phases. And thus,
within the devastating loss expressed in the
crucifixion, is the rejoicing in the triumph of
love through the resurrection. In love, one
cannot have one phase without the others, at
least to some minute degree. Within the
rejoicing in the triumph of love expressed in
the Rāsa Maṇḍala is the devastating loss when
being separated from Krishna or the inability to
find Krishna, as is narrated in the story line of
the Rāsa Līlā.
Finally, it must be acknowledged that these
remarks are only a “sketch,” and volumes could
be written on the subject matter at hand. In
closing, it should be pointed out that, in the

image of the crucifixion, there is an expression
of suffering and loss not just on the part of
humans for the divine, but also on the part of
the divine from within the divine (that is, God
for his only begotten son). The contemplation
on devastating loss in the form of the depths
that suffering takes in the crucifixion is
unexcelled, fueling the meaning and power of
the resurrection. On the other hand, it must be
observed that the Rāsa Maṇḍala is a celebration
of the power of love, not just over the hearts of
humans, but also over the heart of God. God
becomes subsumed even by the love coming
from souls, and this is expressed by the Rāsa
dance itself. Krishna is known to have a bluish
complexion, and the Vraja Gopikās have a
golden one. The narrative of the Rāsa, in a key
verse, points out that Krishna’s complexion
changes to an emerald-green color, yet the
complexion of the Vraja Gopikās does not
change. Mixing the complexions of both, the
blue of Krishna and the gold of the Gopīs,
produces the secondary color of green.6 But it is
significant that it is Krishna’s complexion that
changes and not that of the Gopīs, thus
expressing how even the divinity can be
transformed by the power of the soul’s love.

Notes

Kavanaugh (Washington, DC: Institute of
Carmelite Studies Publications, 1964), 731.
3
Rāsa Līlā (also known as rāsa-krīḍa) is the
name of a particular līlā or a special dance of
divine love between the supreme divinity
Krishna and his divine cowherd consorts, the
Gopīs. The Rāsa Līlā, as it is described in the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, is especially treasured by
the Chaitanya (or Gauḍīya) school of
Vaishnavism as the highest and most sacred
revelation of God’s love. In modern times, the
phrase rāsa līlā can also refer to dramatic and

Much of my analysis of St. John’s drawing
of the crucifixion here in this essay is taken
from my published chapter, entitled “Imagery
of Divine Love: The Crucifix Drawing of John of
the Cross,” in Carmelite Studies VI: John of the
Cross, ed. Steven Payne, OCD (Washington, DC:
ICS Publications, 1992), 162-66.
2
St. John of the Cross, "Romance 7: The
Incarnation,” verses 9-11, The Collected Works of
St. John of the Cross, trans. Kieran Kavanaugh and
Otilio Rodriquez with an introduction by Kieran
1
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musical performances of the many other
childhood līlās of Krishna that are performed in
and outside of India.
The complete episode of the Rāsa Līlā,
including the events that lead up to Krishna’s
dance of divine love, is often referred to as the
rāsa-līlā- pañcādhyāyī, the “five chapters of the
Rāsa Līlā,” comprised of chapters twenty-nine
through thirty-three from the tenth book of
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa text. Although the
episode is found in less theologically rich and
poetically elaborate forms within the
Harivaṁśa and Vishnu Purāṇa, the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa version has been the most celebrated
and honored source of the Rāsa Līlā. Especially
for the Chaitanya school of Vaishnavism, for
whom this episode is held as the most sacred
and ultimate culmination of all other līlās of
Krishna, the Bhāgavata is the authoritative
text.
For a complete study and translation of the
Rāsa Līlā chapters of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, see
my Dance of Divine Love: The Rāsa Līlā of Krishna
from the Bhāgavata Purāṇa: India’s Classic Sacred
Love Story Introduced, Translated, and Illuminated
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2005).
4
Frontispiece for Graham M. Schweig,
Dance of Divine Love: The Rāsa Līlā of Krishna from
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa: India’s Classic Sacred Love
Story Introduced, Translated, and Illuminated
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2005).
5
Ibid. See my chapter titled, "The Special
Gopī: Rādhā, beginning on page 147.
6
Ibid. See my chapter titled, "Messages of
the Text" on pages 180-1.
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Constructing a Hindu Black Theology
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University of Cambridge
Abstract
BLACK theology is a contemporary mode of
theology that critically engages with specific
theological motifs in order to affirm the
humanity of blacks and emancipate them from

white racism. At present, much black
theological discourse occurs in Christian
contexts, and thus, Hindu religious traditions
are bereft of the socially transformative
insights that such discourse produces.
However, in this paper, I demonstrate that
black theological motifs are present within
Hindu theological frameworks as well.
Specifically, I construct a distinctively Hindu
black theology by drawing upon certain
theological motifs present within the
theological framework of the Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava Vedānta tradition. After constructing
this black theology, I demonstrate its sociotheological implications and explain how it can
fulfil the black theological aim of liberating
blacks from white racism.
Introduction

At present, there is a pressing need to
establish racial equity across the globe. In 2020,
the untimely death of George Floyd, an African

American who was brutally murdered in broad
daylight by a white police officer, sent
shockwaves across the U.S. and beyond. Riots
surged throughout the globe, and whites and
blacks alike joined each other to demand justice
for a murder that is unfortunately, not the only
of its kind. The message communicated by
these riots was loud and clear. The world has
had enough of racial bigotry.
Yet, it is worth highlighting that,
unfortunately, anti-black racism is also found
within India.1 This is problematic because as
recently as 2015, there were at least 40,000
blacks from Africa living in India.2 In my
personal observations as a Hindu born and
raised in America, I have witnessed a great deal
of anti-black racism from Hindus living in
America as well. As the world becomes
increasingly globalized, leading to an increase
in the social spaces that Hindus and blacks coinhabit, we can surmise that instances of antiblack racism on the part of Hindus will
continue to increase if these racist sentiments
are not curbed or addressed.
Sadly, as history has shown, despite having
conceptual resources that could inspire an
egalitarian worldview, Hindus have not, in
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practice, adopted such a view. Thus, while one
may find Hindu scriptural texts that encourage
individuals to view others with an equal eye, in
practice, marginalized individuals within India
are still discriminated against and do not enjoy
the type of equal rights that one might hope
for.3 Furthermore, one can also find various
Hindu scriptural or exegetical writings that
establish hierarchies of value according to
physical contingencies such as race, caste, or
gender. It is well-known that the Manusaṃhitā
(c. 500 BCE – 200 CE) emphasizes
anthropological-hierarchical attitudes above
notions of spiritual equality, for instance.
However, hierarchical attitudes can also be
found within bhakti traditions.4 For instance,
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (c. 9th to 10th century CE)
(henceforth BhP), which centers around bhakti
to Kṛṣṇa, and is one of the most influential
Hindu scriptural texts, states, “the Kirātas,
Hūṇas, Āndhras, Pulindas, Pulkaśas, Ābhīras,
Śumbhas, Yavanas, Khasas and other wicked
tribes are cleansed of their misdeeds by taking
refuge of those who have taken refuge of God.
To God (Viṣṇu), respects!”5 On the one hand,
this verse implies that membership within a
particular ethnic group does not prevent one
from being able to purify themselves through
the performance of bhakti. However, on the
other hand, this verse does designate certain
ethnic groups as being wicked or immoral
(pāpa), thus establishing a hierarchy of value
that is grounded in one’s ethnicity.
Hence, there is scope to combat various
forms of inequity, such as racial inequity,
within Hindu thought. In attempting to combat
such inequity, the Hindu can draw inspiration
from Christian theologians who have strived to
do the same in their religious tradition. For
instance, Christians have developed a form of
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theology known as ‘black theology,’ which as
the name suggests, “is a theology of black
liberation” and “the affirmation of black
humanity that emancipates black people from
white racism, thus providing authentic
freedom for both white and black people.”6
Black theologians have attempted to
dehegemonize black-white relationships by
emphasizing passages within the Bible that
describe God’s desire to liberate the oppressed.
For instance, after citing various biblical verses,
James Cone states, “there is no divine grace in
the Old Testament (or in the New Testament)
that is bestowed on oppressors at the expense
of the suffering of the poor.”7 Elsewhere, Cone
also states, “the hermeneutical principle for an
exegesis of the Scriptures is the revelation of
God in Christ as the Liberator of the oppressed
from social oppression and to political struggle,
wherein the poor recognize that their fight
against poverty and injustice is not only
consistent with the gospel but is the gospel of
Jesus Christ.”8 Cone’s emphasis on the biblical
motif of justice and the upliftment of the poor
is particularly significant because it challenges
interpretations of the Bible that have
traditionally been used to justify the
enslavement of blacks. For instance, the
minister Cotton Mather (c. 17th century) urged
whites to teach their slaves that God caused
them to become slaves and that they serve
Jesus Christ when they work for their white
slave masters.9
If a Christian black theologian such as Cone
can combat oppressive readings of the Bible
and offer alternative understandings of
scripture that promote black upliftment, we
might wonder if it is possible for a Hindu to do
the same. However, since black theology is
generally considered to be a Christocentric
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theological undertaking, it has many distinctive
Christian doctrines and motifs at the core of its
emancipatory projects. For instance, Cone
states, “the message of liberation is the
revelation of God as revealed in the incarnation
of Jesus Christ. Freedom IS the gospel. Jesus is
the Liberator!”10 Thus, I acknowledge that it can
be problematic to conduct black theological
inquiry, which has distinctively Christian roots
and associations, in the context of a specific
Hindu tradition, especially when this Hindu
tradition is informed by different metaphysical
and soteriological presuppositions than those
of the Christian black theologians who have
developed and furthered contemporary black
theological discourses. Nevertheless, I argue
that a Hindu black theology can be constructed
in order to support the upliftment of black
individuals and also liberate them from racially
hegemonic social structures, since, although
such a Hindu black theology will have different
black theological motifs than Christian black
theologies, this Hindu black theology can fulfill
emancipatory aims similar to those of
Christocentric black theological discourses.
In this paper, I primarily investigate the
Caitanya
Vaiṣṇava
Vedānta
tradition
(henceforth CVV), a religious tradition that is
based on the teachings of Caitanya (1486-1534
CE) and six of his most important followers
known as the six Gosvāmins. One of these six
Gosvāmins, Jīva (c. 16th century CE) is notable
for having put Caitanya’s teachings in dialogue
with the systems of soteriological practice and
philosophical inquiry known as Vedānta.11 The
CVV is centered on cultivating intensely
affective forms of devotional love to the
Goddess-God duo Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa. Based on
my research into the CVV, I am optimistic that
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discourses analogous to black theology can
indeed be undertaken in Hindu contexts.
Moreover, although my research in this
paper pertains mainly to the CVV, I believe that
the motifs discussed in this paper have
relevance to a wider audience aside from
scholars of the CVV or practitioners within the
CVV. For example, the specific black
theological exercise that I perform in this
paper, though performed within the specific
doctrinal context of the CVV, can serve as a
model for other Hindu religious traditions that
emphasize the spiritual equality of finite selves
or the importance of developing compassion.
Furthermore, I discuss the black theological
implications of two foundational CVV
scriptural texts that are also two of the most
influential Hindu scriptural texts, namely, the
Bhagavad Gītā (c. 500 BCE – 200 CE) (henceforth
BhG) and the BhP. The insights I mine from
these two texts will be relevant to a wider array
of Hindu traditions as well. Although I will
examine CVV interpretations of these texts,
many of these texts’ insights are also pertinent
to various religious traditions other than the
CVV; however, it is beyond the scope of this
paper to demonstrate how other religious
traditions can draw upon these insights in a
manner conducive to black theological inquiry.
My aim in doing this black theological
exercise within the context of the CVV is to see
whether or not there are conceptual resources
within this tradition that can be used to
support a more egalitarian worldview and
counter certain hierarchical attitudes that may
be reinforced by verses such as BhP 2.4.18,
which was cited earlier. My goal is not to argue
that the CVV’s scriptural texts and theologians
unequivocally support a vision of equality.
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Rather, I intend to demonstrate that there are
ample conceptual resources within the
tradition that practitioners can draw upon in
order to justify such a vision, even in the face of
interpretations to the contrary.
Ontological and Spiritual Equality of Selves

One major motif that informs the
development of the CVV-inflected black
theology that I develop in this paper is the
notion of the ontological and spiritual equality
of all finite selves. A pan-Hindu motif, which is
present within the CVV, is the dichotomization
of the individual into a physical and a spiritual
component.
Comprising
the
spiritual
component is the ātman, or the immaterial
spiritual self, who remains ontologically
distinct from its physical body though
associated with it temporarily. It is also worth
noting that each individual, as an ātman, is
numerically distinct from other selves, though
spiritually and ontologically equal to other
selves as well.
Since spiritual selves are held to be
ontologically distinct from their physical
bodies, it should come as no surprise that texts
such as the BhG emphasize the importance of
viewing the ontological structure of selves as
transcendent to the spatio-temporal world. For
instance, BhG 5.18 states, “the wise look equally
upon a learned humble brāhmaṇa, a cow, an
elephant, a dog, and a dog cooker.”12 As this
verse indicates, the wise do not value the
existence of selves according to their
contingent physical body, which encases selves
but does not constitute their lasting ontological
identity. Rather, as CVV theologians such as
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda (18961977 CE) argue, the wise see that “differences of
body are meaningless from the viewpoint of a
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learned transcendentalist” because the
ontological structure of all selves is “of the
same spiritual quality.”13 Thus, the notion of
equality indicates that, although selves are not
the exact same as each other (they may differ
in terms of their physical characteristics, for
example), they are equal in terms of their
ontological worth.14
A motif similar to BhG 5.18 is also found in
BhG 6.9, which states, “one whose discernment
is equal amongst benefactors, friends, enemies,
neutral parties, mediators, the hateful,
kinsmen, the righteous, and even the
unrighteous, is preeminent.”15 Here, just as in
BhG 5.18, the word sama, meaning equal, is
used. The medieval theologian Śrīdhara Svāmin
(c. 1327-1378 or 1353-1414 CE), whose views are
incorporated within the CVV, elaborates upon
the meaning of sama in this verse and indicates
that it means that one is devoid of any
attachment or hatred (Subodhinī-ṭīkā 6.9).16
Thus, according to the BhG and to Śrīdhara, an
individual is considered to be preeminent if
they can impartially look upon all empirical
varieties of selves regardless of how the selves
treat this individual. These texts therefore
claim that a wise individual does not let the
behavior of other individuals obscure their
abiding vision of the spiritual equality of all
selves, whether these individuals behave
favorably or unfavorably towards them.
Further verses in the BhG elaborate upon
the motif of seeing selves with a spiritual vision
that is grounded in equality. For instance, BhG
18.20 states, “you should know that sāttvic
knowledge is that by which an individual sees
one imperishable, undivided nature amongst all
living beings.”17 In contrast, BhG 18.21 states,
“but you should know that rājasic knowledge is
that by which one sees all selves to be separate
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entities of various kinds.”18 Thus, according to
the BhG, the highest vision of knowledge is to
cognize the undivided spiritual nature within
different selves and not to identify these selves
according to their variegated psychophysiological features, which pertain only to
the temporary physical body.
That all selves are spiritually and
ontologically equal regardless of their
temporary worldly embodiments has several
crucial implications for promoting and
realizing a vision of social and racial equality.
Indeed, Anantanand Rambachan has argued
that this notion of spiritual equality can lead to
the institution of concrete forms of equality for
various marginalized groups such as women,
homosexuals, animals, children, and lower
caste individuals.19 I too affirm that this specific
notion of equality can indeed contribute to the
establishment of social equality. How such
social equality can be implemented and
achieved is indicated in the following
discussion.
I argue that the root reason for forms of
hegemonic oppression is that humans draw
invidious distinctions between themselves and
others based on various criteria that are social
constructs developed within specific historical
contexts. For instance, sexism, racism, and
colonialism within the Americas can be seen as
consequences or concomitants of oppression
based on physiological, socio-cultural, and
religious differences respectively. Indeed, much
of the patterns of oppression that we have
witnessed throughout human history have
often involved certain disjunctive processes of
‘othering’ individuals and projecting them as
inferior to the socio-cultural group with which
one identifies.
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Unfortunately, religion has also often been
implicated within this ‘othering’ process. For
instance, as James Kameron Carter has argued,
the origin of “modernity’s racial imagination”
began when Western Christians cast both
themselves and Jews as distinct racial groups.20
In this racialization process, Carter explains
that the Jews were also held to be inferior to
the Christians. Moreover, since Christian
culture came to be articulated as the normative
Western culture (and vice versa) and Jewish
culture came to be seen as an Oriental culture,
the presumed superiority of Christianity over
Judaism in turn justified the racial imagination
of white supremacy.21
However, I argue that such a tendency to
‘otherize’ individuals, cast them monolithically
as an inferior group, and construct and
entrench hegemonic social structures in order
to dominate over them, is not caused by
religion but is instead a deeply entrenched
human tendency, which can manifest through,
and be reinforced by religion. I argue that even
if the ideas and the institutions of religion were
absent in a particular socio-cultural milieu,
there could be other strategies of stratification
that individuals could employ in order to
justify systems of exploiting and oppressing
others. For instance, one could establish
wealth, intelligence, language, or some other
marker of self-worth as a normative criterion
by which individuals should be evaluated. The
groups that possess these arbitrarily valorized
and enforced characteristics could then justify
their superiority over other groups that possess
these characteristics to a lesser degree.
However, when individuals adhere to the
notion of spiritual equality as proclaimed by
scriptural verses such as BhG 5.18, individuals
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can begin to actively break down the
hierarchical divisions produced and sustained
by the categories of race (along with economic
status, race, caste, gender, etc.) and view others
as their spiritual equals regardless of any
arbitrary physiological or socio-cultural
characteristic that they or others may be
associated with. For instance, a white man
could look upon a black woman and see that
she, as embodying a transcendent spiritual self
like his own spiritual self, is ontologically equal
to himself. Thus, with this spiritual vision, this
man can look beyond this woman’s
physiological differences and treat her
respectfully as a fellow spiritual self. This same
reasoning also applies to animals, individuals of
a different race or caste, etc.
The Importance of Compassion

Another motif within CVV theological texts
is the importance of developing compassion.
For instance, Caitanyacaritāmṛta (c. 16th century
CE) 2.15.162-163 illustrate the compassion that
individual Caitanya Vaiṣṇavas are encouraged
to develop.22 These verses state that the
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava named Vāsudeva Datta
requests Caitanya to transfer the sinsof all
selves to him, even though this transferral
entails that Vāsudeva Datta will have to suffer
tremendously on these selves’ behalf.23 From
this brief episode, we can observe that an ideal
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava like Vāsudeva Datta
possesses immense compassion for selves and
is willing to suffer excruciating pain in order to
relieve them of their miseries.
The BhP also contains several verses that
exhort its readers to develop compassion
(karuṇa). BhP 6.2.36 indicates that compassion is
a spiritual virtue that one should cultivate,24
and BhP 3.27.8 contains a scriptural imperative
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for individuals to develop such compassion.25
BhP 9.21.3-13 describe the story of Rantideva,
whose life serves as a paradigmatic example of
the compassion that adherents of the BhP are
encouraged to develop. These verses explain
that Rantideva, though having fasted from food
and water for forty-eight days, had distributed
newly acquired food to various guests that
visited his home.26 At BhP 9.21.12, Rantideva
states, “From God, I do not desire the highest
destination, which includes the eight
perfections of yoga, nor freedom from material
existence. I desire to obtain the pain of all the
embodied living beings while I stay among
them as the person through whom they
become without misery.”27 Thus, as Rantideva’s
story illustrates, the ideal of compassion is
valorized as a saintly quality, and cultivating it
is valued even above one’s own soteriological
pursuits.
Examples of Spiritual Principles Within the
CVV

The CVV also has real-world examples of its
spiritual principles being applied in order to
foster a vision of spiritual equality. For
instance, Prabhupāda warmly embraced his
African-American disciple Bhakti Tirtha Swami,
when Prabhupāda heard about this disciple’s
efforts to promote the teachings of the CVV.28
This simple gesture indicates that Prabhupāda,
who hailed from a socially conservative
cultural milieu (20th century colonial Bengal),
did not view Bhakti Tirtha Swami as someone
who was untouchable or who had low
ontological worth. In fact, the affection that
Prabhupāda displayed to Bhakti Tirtha Swami
was rarely given to Prabhupāda’s other
disciples, including those who were white or
Indian. Moreover, it is highly significant that
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later, followers of Prabhupāda gave Bhakti
Tirtha Swami initiation into the saṃnyāsa
order, for this is the highest rung on the Vedic
social ladder and is not awarded to individuals
easily.
Furthermore, there are other instances
where Prabhupāda treated other marginalized
groups with the same care as his nonmarginalized disciples. For example, when
asked by an American female disciple if she
should adopt a traditional maternal role as the
caretaker of her husband and children,
Prabhupāda encouraged her to instead write
newspaper articles and thus promote the
teachings of Kṛṣṇa-bhakti through her literary
talents.29 Prabhupāda also enabled and
encouraged his female disciples to perform
activities that were outside the scope of their
traditional gender roles at the time. He a),
established a celibate community (brahmacāriṇī
āśrama) for unmarried women, b), initiated
women into the chanting of the gāyatrī mantra,
and c) made them priests in his U.S. temples,
Notably, a)-c) were unique contributions to
Caitanya Vaiṣṇava praxis at the time.30 While
these activities would not strike us as
particularly socially progressive today, it is
worth noting that Prabhupāda hailed from a
socially conservative socio-cultural milieu in
colonial West Bengal in the 20th century, and
hence, these are socially progressive for his
times.
Addressing Challenges

Having outlined a distinctive CVV-inflected
black theological framework, I now address
various challenges to this framework. One such
challenge is that a model of spiritual equality
does not always translate into concrete social
change. As I have previously mentioned,
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hierarchical attitudes prevail within Hindu
thought despite the presence of verses such as
BhG 5.18. Hence, we might wonder if the black
theological framework I have outlined in this
paper lacks any practical utility and is merely
food for thought for armchair theologians, or
whether this framework can meaningfully lead
to racial equality. I am optimistic that this
framework can contribute towards furthering
racial equality. First, as I have mentioned, there
are numerous examples of contemporary CVV
theologians such as Prabhupāda who did view
their marginalized followers with a vision of
equality, thus suggesting that when individuals
acquire an awareness of the CVV’s spiritual
motifs, they become influenced in positive
ways.
Furthermore, I offer one explanation why
Hindu notions of equality have not led to social
progress, namely, that the voices that
emphasize and promote the vision of spiritual
equality are underrepresented within the arena
of Hindu discourse. Although there are
scriptural verses such as BhG 5.18 that promote
spiritual equality, there are various other
Hindu scriptural or exegetical writings that
emphasize hierarchical attitudes above notions
of spiritual equality. When these latter types of
writings are given more emphasis or primacy,
then one would expect hierarchical attitudes to
persist within Hindu universes. However, if
scriptural verses that emphasize spiritual
equality are given greater attention and focus,
then it is reasonable to think that the
prevalence of hierarchical attitudes would
decrease. Thus, at the least, by highlighting the
various conceptual resources within the CVV
that promote a vision of equality, I hope to
have contributed to such a shift in focus, so
that the scriptural passages emphasizing
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equality can feature more prominently in the
spotlight.
Conclusion

Thus, I maintain that the CVV’s theological
framework can be utilized to construct a type
of black theology. Although this CVV-shaped
black
theology,
when
hermeneutically
relocated within the contexts of the CVV, must
be sensitively redefined according to new
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The Green Gītā : Connecting Ontology,
Soteriology and Environmental Ethics1
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Abstract
THE text of the Bhagavad Gītā is compatible
with a favourable ecological reading. I highlight
two concurrent worldviews in the text, a
world-renouncing worldview and a bhakti
worldview, which is simultaneously world-

affirming and world-renouncing. I then argue
that the motivation to act for the welfare of
individuals in nature, such as animals and
plants, is consistent with the interconnected
normative, soteriological and ontological
dimensions of each of these two worldviews.
1. Introduction

The Bhagavad Gītā has uniquely informed
Hindu self-representations since the turn of the
nineteenth century,2 and along with the
Upaniṣads and the Brahmasūtra, forms the triple
foundations of Vedānta—the “most influential
school of theology in India” (Flood 1996, p. 238).
Considering the Bhagavad Gītā’s prominence
within the admittedly heterogeneous Hindu
cosmos, it is significant that Lance Nelson has
claimed that the ontological vision and
soteriological goal promoted by the Gītā is
incompatible with environmental ethics. In his

ecological critique of the Gītā, Nelson concludes
that the Gītā’s “hierarchical, fundamentally
dualistic outlook” which elevates “pure spirit
above matter” implies that nature is “finally
irrelevant to the Gītā’s soteriological goals” and
thus the Gītā’s “ideals are in many ways
antithetical to ecological ethics as we know it”
(Nelson 2000, p. 140, 151).
In an important respect, Nelson’s critique
of the Gītā parallels Lynn White’s critique of
Christian monotheism as the ideological source
of the contemporary environmental crisis
(White 1967). In a widely discussed essay
exploring the historical roots of the
environmental crisis, White argued that the
core ideas of Christianity led to a deeply
damaging form of anthropocentrism, one that
encouraged the overexploitation of nature by
maintaining the intrinsic superiority of
humans over all other forms of life on Earth,
and by depicting all of nature as created for the
use of humans. While White’s critique is aimed
at the “orthodox Christian arrogance toward
nature” (White 1967, p. 1207), Nelson’s critique
targets the purported Vedāntic indifference
toward nature. That is, since the Gītā’s theology
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asserts that the ultimate human concern is to
attain a state of salvation transcendent to this
world the Gītā provides no impetus to engage
with environmental issues or to work for the
ecological welfare of this world. If Nelson’s
critique carries weight, then it problematizes
the claim that the Gītā transmits “an eternal
teaching that has universal relevance” (Davis
2015, p. 18).
Against this conclusion, I argue that the
Gītā can inspire environmental ethics on many
levels. I show there are two concurrent
worldviews embedded in the Gītā—a worldrenouncing worldview and a bhakti worldview,
which is simultaneously world-affirming and
world-renouncing. More specifically, I will
argue that the motivation to act for the welfare
of individuals in nature,3 such as animals and
plants, is consistent with the interconnected
normative, soteriological and ontological
dimensions of each of these two worldviews.
2. Environmental Ethics from
Renouncer’s Perspective

a

World-

Edwin Bryant has labelled the Bhagavad Gītā
“a Vedānto-Sāṃkhyan text” and has
highlighted how the text expresses the “theism
of the older Sāṃkhyan traditions”(Bryant 2014,
p. 33).4 The Gītā’s theistic Sāṃkhya delineates
three irreducible ontological categories:
prakṛti—the unconscious, primordial matrix of
matter, puruṣas—beginningless, self-aware
subjects and puruṣaḥ paraḥ—the Supreme
Person, the autonomous independent entity
who sustains and is the ultimate cause of both
prakṛti and innumerable selves (puruṣas).5 The
Gītā turns on the idea that a human being
(embodied beings, in general) is a composite of
three parts: a physical body, a subtle mental
body and an irreducible, beginningless, self-
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aware subject or puruṣa. According to the Gītā,
then, both the physical body and the functions
of the subtle mental body are manifested by the
unconscious energy of prakṛti. The puruṣa,
however, is ontologically distinct from prakṛti
in that the puruṣa being a trans-prakṛtic entity
inherently consists of pure subjectivity or selfluminous awareness. Pursuing the Vedāntic
project of distilling the real self from the notself, the Gītā differentiates the physical and
subtle mental body from the puruṣa, arguing
that only the puruṣa—the diachronically
unchanging eternal self-aware subject that
observes the constantly changing mind-body
complex—is the real self, whereas the subtle
and physical body belong to the category of
not-self.6 In this context, the text advances a
world-renouncing worldview that is succinctly
described at 13.7-11. These verses advocate an
ascetic mode of living, wherein the primary
purpose driving action is to relinquish the
world of prakṛti while simultaneously trying to
connect to the innate, unchanging, eternal,
transcendent nature of the puruṣa. From this
perspective, one views one’s mind-body
complex as external to one’s real self and
consequently, considers one’s immersion in
prakṛti to be circumstantial and an obstacle to
realising one’s intrinsically blissful state of
being.7
The soteriological goal of the worldrenouncing worldview is liberation from
saṁsāra—the cycle of rebirth that the embodied
puruṣa is said to undergo in the world of prakṛti.
This is, of course, a negative way of framing the
soteriological goal of the world-renouncer.
Framing the goal positively, the worldrenouncer seeks to achieve the state of brahmanirvāṇa, literally, “extinction in Brahman.” The
text has Kṛṣṇa use the phrase brahma-nirvāṇam
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three times,8 in three consecutive verses, at
5.24-26, a section of the Gītā dedicated to
delineating
the
world-renouncer’s
soteriological goal. I interpret brahma-nirvāṇa
to mean a state where the puruṣa is no longer
connected to the prakṛtic composite that makes
up one’s empirical personhood but rather, is
solely absorbed in the awareness of selfluminous awareness itself.
The Sāṃkhyan framework underpinning
the Gitā’s conception of nature or prakṛti
implies that the project of liberation from
saṁsāra is equivalent to transcending the three
guṇas that pervade and comprise all
phenomena born of prakṛtic stuff. The guṇas can
be discerned through their effects on the
subjectivity of the puruṣa and the text details
how various guṇas induce a variety of affective
and cognitive states, with the highest guṇa of
sattva representing virtue, lucidity and wisdom,
the intermediate guṇa of rajas representing
greed, activity and attachment, and the lowest
guṇa of tamas representing ignorance,
indolence and darkness. The Gītā depicts the
puruṣas embedded in saṁsāric existence as
being characterized by the desire to ‘taste’
experiences born of the permutations and
combinations of the guṇas.9 At 14.20, the Gītā
thus categorically asserts that by transcending
the influence of the guṇas one is liberated from
saṁsāra:
When the embodied soul transcends these
three guṇas that originate in the body, it
becomes liberated from birth, death, old
age and misery, and attains the nectar of
immortality.
Yet, even though the Gītā defines the
liberated person as guṇātītaḥ—having gone
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beyond or transcended the guṇas,10 the Gītā also
claims that acting in sattva guṇa is the ideal one
should aim for and “as such, being established
in the guṇa of goodness, one finds oneself
adhering to dharma” (Theodor 2016, p. 10).
Along with Ithamar Theodor, I contend that
16.1–4, offers a list of dharmic ideals, “ideal
qualities to be pursued while living in
accordance with dharma” (Theodor 2016, p. 13).
This list includes two significant ideals: ahiṁsā
(nonviolence) and dayā bhūteṣu (compassion or
kindness toward all living entities). Notably,
one can derive prescriptive moral injunctions
about obligatory and forbidden actions that
advance the welfare of individuals in nature,
such as animals and plants, from these two
dharmic ideals.
Returning to the world-renouncer’s project
of liberation from saṁsāra, we can say that
since the guṇas pertain to the prakṛtic body, to
transcend the guṇas is tantamount to dissolving
one’s mis-identification with the mind-body
complex made of prakṛtic stuff. The Gītā
portrays the ahaṃkāra or ego, the most subtle
aspect of the prakṛtic psychological mechanism,
as the glue that causes self-luminous awareness
to mis-identify with the mind-body complex
and the prakṛtic world. Jonathan Edelmann
notes: “The etymological meaning of ahaṃkāra
is ‘I-maker’, for it provides the self with the
sense of being an individual, or an ‘I”. When the
ego is applied to the body and mind, the result
is a false concept of personal identity, or a
sense of ‘I and mine’”(Edelmann 2012, p. 65).
Influenced by the ahaṃkāra, the puruṣa
endeavours to ‘possess and own’ prakṛtic objects
that can generate pleasing experiences for the
prakṛtic mind-body complex one is embodied in
and this motive ensures that the puruṣa
continues to remain under the influence of the
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guṇas, and continues to be reborn in various
types of prakṛtic bodies according to the karmic
merit and demerit one acquires.
The pertinent question: what is the ethical
means through which the world-renouncer can
transcend the influence of the guṇas? One
answer to this question is found in the phrase
sarva-bhūta-hite ratāḥ, which appears twice in
the Gītā—at 5.25 and 12.4. At 5.25, the phrase is
used to qualify the person fit to attain brahmanirvāṇa, or extinction in Brahman. At 12.4, the
same phrase is used to qualify the person fit to
attain akṣaram avyaktaṁ—the imperishable and
unmanifest Brahman. The phrase sarva-bhūtahite ratāḥ may be translated as “concerned with
the welfare of all beings” or “engaged in the
welfare of all beings.” I believe sarva-bhūta-hite
ratāḥ is the primary ethical means through
which the Gītā conceives of the worldrenouncer transcending the influence of the
guṇas. The rationale behind this idea is that by
focusing on acting for the welfare of all beings,
one can relinquish the ahaṃkara-centred
pursuit of guṇa experiences within saṁsāra and
develop “constant equanimity toward desired
and undesired events,” brought about by the
guṇas (mind and senses) interacting with the
guṇas (sense objects), which further allows the
puruṣa to disconnect from the ahaṃkara itself
and ultimately, transcend the influence of the
guṇas.11
Can sarva-bhūta-hite ratāḥ encompass a
proactive version of social activism that
includes environmental activism? I believe the
sixth chapter of the Gītā gives us good reason to
believe that it can. The chapter describes
classical yoga, a psychosomatic manual of
meditative practice aimed at helping one
realize the actual nature of the puruṣa. At 6.32,
the text has Kṛṣṇa declare:
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O Arjuna, one who in relation to himself
sees all beings equally, whether in
happiness or distress, is considered the
supreme yogī.
Lance Nelson, while acknowledging that
this verse offers a vision of universal empathy,
quotes Rāmānuja’s commentary on this verse
as saying that the highest yogī is cognizant of
the sameness of all puruṣas, in that, being of the
nature of Brahman, puruṣas are disconnected
from and indeed, untouched by the pleasure
and pain incurred in embodied existence in
saṁsāra. Nelson writes that this vision is
“ecologically unnerving” because by claiming
that “spirit is untouched by mere empirical
calamities” Vedāntic thought minimizes the
significance of empirical calamities such as the
degradation of the environment (Nelson 2000,
p. 143, 151). Nelson’s account implies that
Rāmānuja should have done nothing to
mitigate the suffering of embodied beings,
knowing that Brahman is untouched by matter.
Yet, Rāmānuja devoted his life to spreading the
teachings and practices of Śrī Vaiṣṇavism,
which, for him, was ostensibly the means to
mitigate the suffering brought about by
empirical calamities. Pankaj Jain similarly asks:
“If the world was an illusion, māyā, for Śaṅkara
why would he work to “defeat” Buddhist
tradition and other ideologies in the popular
discourses as captured in the ŚaṅkaraDigvijaya?” (Jain 2011, p.12). To press the point
further, if the perfected yogī is supposed to
exhibit indifference to “mere empirical
calamities” knowing that Brahman is untouched
by empirical calamities, then why do Vedāntic
theologians endeavour to spread the teachings
and practices of their respective Vedāntic
schools, which, for them, is ostensibly an
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endeavour to help puruṣas be liberated from
empirical calamities?
To answer this question I suggest we need
to read Brahman absorption as having a rather
different effect than what is suggested by
Nelson. Brahman absorption frees the puruṣa
from the ahaṃkara-centred vision of seeing the
world as an instrument to fulfil one’s schemes
for prakṛtic enjoyment. Concurrent with the
emancipatory effect of Brahman absorption,
Brahman absorption may be interpreted as
having an ‘activist’ effect as well. The brahmabhūta yogī knows that Brahman is completely
unrelated to matter, but the brahma-bhūta yogī
is deeply aware that puruṣas under the
influence of māyā (the deluding power that
causes the puruṣa to apprehend reality to be
something other than what it actually is)
acutely experience the duḥkha—suffering, pain,
discontent, frustration, displeasure— endemic
to saṁsāric existence in general.12 Therefore,
the brahma-bhūta yogī ‘works’ to help all beings
(re)discover their true ontological status as
beings partaking of the inherent bliss of
Brahman. I interpret this to mean that the
vision of universal empathy, which includes the
attendant ethic of sarva-bhūta-hite ratāḥ, is not
just the means to attain immersion in Brahman
but is also the ethical modus operandi of one
who has attained immersion in Brahman.
Working to mitigate ecological issues can thus
be an authentic subset of the world-renouncer
yogī’s compassionate outreach to mitigate the
pain of embodied beings, both in the stage of
yoga practice and in the stage of perfection
(Brahman absorption).
However, the practice of environmental
ethics as inspired by the Gītā’s worldrenouncing perspective faces a seemingly more
fundamental objection. Critics claim that since
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the world-renouncer, as defined by the Gītā,
only sees, or is aiming to see, the non-dual
Brahman, such an imperative to transcend
duality also implies transcending the dual
categories of moral and immoral itself. Without
this dual category, what is the basis for any
kind of ethical imperative, including the
imperative to care for animals and plants?
Nelson consequently writes that the Gītā drifts
toward an “ultimate amoralism (or perhaps
transmoralism) in the absolute realm, one that
may not bode well for ecological awareness”
(Nelson 2000, p. 144).
In addressing this concern, I wish to point
out that when the Gītā speaks of transcending
duality, it is referring to transcending the
mentality of categorizing experiences as ‘good’
or ‘bad’ in relation to one’s ahaṃkara-centred
enjoyment.13 But this does not imply that the
world-renouncer is not cognizant of the dual
categories of virtue and vice. The Gītā clarifies
this point at the beginning of chapter eighteen.
The chapter begins with Arjuna asking Kṛṣṇa to
explicate the meaning of renunciation (tyāga)
along with the meaning of the renounced stage
of life (sannyasa), and the difference between
them. At 18.3, the text has Kṛṣṇa point out that
some thinkers argue that all types of actions
should be relinquished, since they are
inherently faulty, yet other sages maintain that
acts of sacrifice (yajña), giving (dāna) and
austerity (tapaḥ) should never be abandoned.
Then, at 18.5, the text has Kṛṣṇa deliver his
verdict:
Acts of sacrifice, giving and austerity are
not to be given up, but rather should be
performed, as sacrifice, giving and austerity
purify even the wise.
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If the Gītā expects the world-renouncer
who is aiming to transcend duality to continue
acts of sacrifice, giving and austerity, then the
world-renouncer must have a basis upon which
to differentiate between actions that may be
regarded as acts of sacrifice, giving and
austerity, and those that may not be regarded
as such. This basis is provided by the
soteriological goal of the world-renouncer, the
intent to achieve extinction in Brahman. For the
world-renouncer, then, virtuous actions,
encompassing acts of sacrifice, giving and
austerity, are ones that help oneself and others
attain Brahman immersion and such acts are
never to be given up.14
In
summary,
the Gītā depicts the world-renouncer as being
intent on attaining the state of extinction in
Brahman or to realize the true status of selfluminous
awareness
freed
from
its
entanglement with prakṛti. Engaging in
activities that advance the welfare of all beings,
including activities that mitigate the pain and
suffering experienced by embodied beings, is
the ethical means to achieve extinction in
Brahman as well as the symptom of one who has
achieved extinction in Brahman. Activities to
care for and protect animals and plants falls
within the category of activities that mitigate
the pain and suffering experienced by
embodied beings. Therefore, normative
environmental ethics can be derived from the
world-renouncing worldview in the Gītā.
3. Bhakti-Inspired Environmental Ethics

The bhakti worldview pertains to those
puruṣas whose identity is defined through their
relationship with the Supreme Person. The
ontological foundation for the bhakti worldview
rests on the notion of Īśvara, a supreme puruṣa
who impels and sustains the various categories
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of existence and is intrinsically ontologically
higher than all other puruṣas. This idea is
explicated in some detail in the last five verses
of the Gītā’s fifteenth chapter. Through these
verses, the Gītā espouses a vision of Īśvara as a
special puruṣa belonging to a different
ontological category from other puruṣas, while
at the same time the Gītā puts a name to this
Īśvara—Kṛṣṇa.
In contrast to the world-renouncing
worldview where the puruṣa seeks Brahman
immersion, a state where awareness is
absorbed in its own essential nature, the
soteriological goal of the bhakti worldview is to
be perpetually absorbed in loving devotion to
Īśvara and upon attaining final liberation
(through the grace of Īśvara), to enter Īśvara’s
eternal personal abode to perpetually engage in
loving relationships with Īśvara. This bhakti
worldview is articulated in the concluding
verse of the ninth chapter and the importance
of this bhakti ideal for the Gītā can be inferred
from the fact that the verse appears again
almost verbatim at the end of the Gītā’s
epilogue at 18.65. Numerous times, the text has
Kṛṣṇa reiterate the ideal of total absorption in
him, the bliss of exchanging loving relations
with the Supreme Person and the ultimate goal
of returning to the deity’s dhāma or abode.15
The means to attain the bhakti soteriological
goal is to worship, serve, and glorify Īśvara as
expressed in 9.13-14 and again at 10.9-10. The
Gītā claims that this unwavering absorption in
Īśvara is what helps the bhakta transcend the
influence of the guṇas, reconnect to one’s
Brahman nature, and return to Īśvara’s personal
realm.16 The theistic Vedāntins who elaborated
on the bhakti soteriological goal have
characterized Īśvara’s personal realms as
saguṇa-brahman, realms within Brahman that
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are made of self-luminous awareness—
Brahman—but that are nevertheless populated
by forms, individuals, and personalities.17
Having outlined the ontological structure
and soteriological goal of the bhakti view
present in the Gītā, we are now tasked with
addressing the question pertinent to
environmental ethics: How can working for the
benefit of individuals in nature, such as animals
and plants, be construed as authentic elements
constituting the worship and glorification of
Īśvara? A crucial part of the answer to this
question lies in the Gītā’s panentheistic
conception of the divine. Panentheism is the
idea that God is simultaneously immanent in
the world and transcendent to the world. In the
terms of the Gītā this means that Īśvara is
simultaneously immanent in prakṛti and
transcendent to prakṛti. A panentheistic vision
appears at a number of places in the Gītā text,
most notably at 7.4-9, 7.12 and 9.4. This vision
divinizes the constituents of nature and offers
an explicitly sacred view of the world around
us. Rāmānuja, the founding theologian and
hierarch of the Śrī Vaiṣṇava community
elaborated upon this panentheistic vision in his
theology of viśiṣtādvaita—‘differentiated nonduality’—an interpretation of Vedānta which is
as an exemplar of Indic panentheism.18
Rāmānuja posited an eternal tripartite
differentiation within Brahman or ultimate
reality: Brahman as supreme personal Being, or
Īśvara,
whom
he
correlated
with
Viṣṇu/Nārāyāṇa; prakṛti or matter; and puruṣas
or selves. Rāmānuja claimed these are eternal
and real ontological categories but these
categories do not compromise the essential
nonduality of Brahman since everything
emanates from, and remains wholly dependent
on Īśvara for their existence.
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Śrī Vaiṣṇava soteriology, which I consider
to be an archetype of the bhakti soteriological
goal delineated in the Gītā, says that to
eternally glorify, worship and serve Īśvara is the
ultimate destiny of the puruṣa on account of
one’s inherent subservience to and dependence
on Īśvara. The Śrī Vaiṣṇava Vedāntic school
teaches that the life of a prapanna, one who has
surrendered to Īśvara, consists of service to and
worship of Īśvara. Building upon this emphasis
of serving the deity, Patricia Mumme (Mumme
1998) has argued that Śrī Vaiṣṇavas are called
upon to engage in ecological activism since
service that advances the welfare of this
world—loka-saṅgraha—is
included
within
service to Īśvara, which is the puruṣa’s ultimate
goal and destiny, even for puruṣas that have
attained the ultimate soteriological goal of
completely surrendering (prapatti) to Īśvara.
The question still remains: if the ultimate
soteriological goal of the bhakta (prapanna) is to
attain a state of salvation outside of this world,
then why should bhaktas attend to issues
concerned with the welfare of this world? To
answer this question, let’s begin by noting that
the term loka-saṅgraha appears twice, at 3.20
and 3.25, in a part of the Gītā where Kṛṣṇa is
trying to persuade Arjuna to fight the battle as
a form of dharmic duty performed without
attachment (asaktaḥ) to enjoying the perceived
beneficial results of that action. Here the agent
is faced with a dilemma: if one is detached from
acquiring any type of prakṛtic gain, then why
should one continue to dutifully act in the
world of prakṛti? In the context of the bhakti
worldview, this dilemma is resolved by
imputing the bhakta’s (or prapanna’s)
motivation to work for the welfare of the world
by supporting the eternal dharmic order as an
expression of the bhakta’s devotion to Īśvara. In
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this regard, note that the Gītā famously depicts
Īśvara repeatedly descending to this prakṛtic
world to maintain dharmic order.19 One can
reliably infer that maintaining ecological
harmony is a subset of the project of
maintaining dharmic order. Therefore, the
bhakta’s motivation to work to help sustain
ecological order is impelled by the bhakta’s
devotion to Īśvara which manifests in the
endeavour to align oneself with the will of
Īśvara who is personally invested in
maintaining the dharmic order that sustains the
world.20 It is in this sense that the bhakti
worldview is simultaneously world-affirming
and world-renouncing. The Gītā depicts the
ideal bhakta as someone who is free from the
desire to pursue guṇa-born experiences
involving any kind of prakṭic object and in this
sense, because they do not see the world as an
instrument
to
fulfil
ahaṃkāra-centred
enjoyment, ideal bhaktas can be said to have
renounced the world.21 But at the same time,
the text calls upon the devoted to acknowledge
that this world exhibits the power and
excellence of Īśvara and is a divine
manifestation expressing Īśvara’s glory
(vibhūti).22 Moreover, since Īśvara is invested in
maintaining the dharmic order that sustains the
world it is incumbent upon the bhakta to work
for the welfare of the world according to
dharmic codes because by doing so one
worships Īśvara.
In conclusion, we do not need to read the
other-worldly soteriological goal of the Gītā’s
bhakti worldview as necessarily translating into
an ethical outlook that is impervious to issues
concerning the welfare of this world. Rather,
the Gītā advances a panentheistic conception of
the divine that sees this world of prakṛti as both
real and valuable to Īśvara, to the extent that
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Īśvara repeatedly descends to this world to
maintain the dharmic order that sustains it.
Therefore, puruṣas who identify as servants of
Īśvara can please Īśvara by acting for the benefit
of individuals in nature, such as animals and
plants, because such activities are a legitimate
subset of the category of activities that support
the dharmic order that sustains the world.
4. Conclusion

What are the Gītā’s arguments to get us to
act in a way consistent with environmental
ethics and are such arguments internally
consistent? In answering this question, I have
shown that there are two concurrent
worldviews in the Gītā—a world-renouncing
worldview and a bhakti worldview, which is
simultaneously world-affirming and worldrenouncing.
The
distinct
ontological
commitments and soteriological goals of these
two worldviews lead to two different theories
of motivation. These two different theories of
motivation provide two distinct reasons for
acting in the world and more specifically, they
provide two different reasons that warrant
actions that advance the welfare of animals and
plants. Environmental ethics, for the worldrenouncer, is an aspect of acting for the welfare
of all beings, which is the primary means to
achieve extinction in Brahman as well as the
symptom of one who is immersed in Brahman.
Environmental ethics, for the bhakta, is an
aspect of the bhakta’s endeavour to please
Īśvara by supporting the dharmic order that
sustains the world. Thus, the theological matrix
of the Gītā lends itself to a favourable ecological
reading such that the motivation to act for the
welfare of individuals in nature, such as
animals and plants, is compatible within the
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inter-connected, ontological, soteriological and
normative dimensions of the text.
This ontology is expressed at 7.4-7. There
have been a variety of Vedāntic approaches to
the Gītā’s ontology, but here I am informed by
the twelfth century Vaiṣṇava theologian
Rāmānuja’s reading of the Gītā.
6
See, for example, 2.13, 2.20 and 13.6-7.
7
See, for example, 13.3, 13.32, 13.33 and
13.34.
8
Kṛṣṇa also uses the phrase in 2.72.
9
See 13.22.
10
See 14.25.
11
The ideal of equanimity as characterizing
the state of liberation from the guṇas is made
explicit at 14.21-25. The idea of “constant
equanimity toward desired and undesired
events” is conveyed in the phrase “nityaṁ ca
sama-cittatvam iṣṭāniṣṭopapattiṣu”, one of the
qualities of the world-renouncer described at
13.10.
12
The Gītā describes māyā, consisting of the
three guṇas, as a deluding veil preventing the
puruṣa from apprehending its own essential
nature and the nature of Kṛṣṇa. See 7.12-14.
13
At 7.27, Kṛṣṇa claims that all living
entities, from their very birth, are covered by
illusion consisting of “surges of desire and hate,
due to the deluding power of the dualities.”
Then, at 7.28, the text claims that “those of
pious deeds, whose evils have ended,” are freed
from the illusion of duality (dvandva-mohena)
and such persons worship Kṛṣṇa, “firm in their
vows.”
14
A world-renouncer who has already
attained Brahman immersion continues acts of
sacrifice, giving and austerity, to help other
puruṣas attain Brahman immersion.
5

Notes

Some of the arguments presented in this
article first appeared in my article on the ecotheology and the corresponding multi-layered
ethical theory of the Bhagavad Gītā (Sen 2021).
2
Throughout this article, I have, for the
most part, shortened the title Bhagavad Gītā to
“the Gītā.” When specific verses are referenced,
the chapter number appears first, followed by
the verse number. When quoting Gītā verses, I
have used Ithamar Theodor’s (Theodor 2016)
translations.
3
The word ‘nature’ is nebulous and can
mean nature as a whole, wholes in nature such
as ecosystems or species and individuals in
nature—humans,
animals
and
plants.
Christopher Framarin (Framarin 2014, p. 5)
rightly notes that among those who clarify the
term ‘nature” none deny the claim that “a
plausible environmental ethic must attribute
direct moral standing to individuals in nature,
such as animals and plants.” The alternative, in
which only wholes have direct moral standing,
unavoidably leads to a kind of “environmental
fascism” (Regan 2004, p. 362) wherein we could
unapologetically prescribe the culling of large
numbers of human beings to reduce carbon
emissions, for example. I therefore take it that
to act for the benefit of ‘nature’ is to act for the
benefit of individuals in nature, such as animals
and plants.
4
Sāṃkhya is often labelled as a monolithic
non-theistic tradition, but in fact, there were
strains of Sāṃkhya that were theistic, as
evidenced in the Mahābhārata and highlighted
by Edwin Bryant (Bryant 2009).
1
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For example, at 8.14-15: O Partha, I am
easily reached by the yogī who always
remembers me, is constantly and fully
absorbed in me, and is thus ever yoked. Having
come to me, these great souls do not again
undergo rebirth into that transient abode of
misery, as they have attained the highest
perfection. See also 9.14 and 10.8-11.
16
At 14.26 the text claims that one who
serves Kṛṣṇa constantly through bhakti-yoga,
“unswervingly and without going astray,”
transcends the guṇas. 18.54 presents the idea
that one attains supreme devotion to Kṛṣṇa
after attaining Brahman status.
17
This is the view of the theistic Vedāntins
(e.g., Rāmānuja’s commentary to Vedānta
Sūtras I.1.21).
18
Eric Lott (Lott 1976) has shown that
Rāmānuja is not the originator of this
panentheistic vision, it has deep roots in Hindu
texts.
19
See 4.7-8.
20
Patricia Mumme notes that in the Śri
Vaiṣṇava tradition, the injunctions of Dharma
Śāstras are “not seen as mere social convention
for those who ignorantly identify with their
body and social role but as the word and
command” of Viṣṇu, the supreme deity
(Mumme 1998, p. 146).
21
12.13 delineates the qualities of the ideal
bhakta and specifically claims that the ideal
bhakta is nirahaṅkāraḥ (without false ego) and
nirmamaḥ (with no sense of proprietorship).
22
At 10.16, Arjuna asks Kṛṣṇa to describe his
vibhūtibhiḥ (glories) through which he pervades
the worlds. The rest of the chapter is devoted
to describing how different powerful beings
and objects of adoration in this world all
15
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originate from a fraction of Kṛṣṇa’s splendour
(10.41).
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Viewpoint
Vaishnavism: Monotheistic or Not?
Steven J. Rosen (Satyaraja Dasa)
Abstract
WHILE traditional Hinduism is commonly held

to be polytheistic, and in most strains of the
tradition this would be absolutely correct,
there is also a monotheistic component that is
often overlooked, even among historians of
religion and Hindu theologians. Indeed,
panchopasana, “the worship of five gods”
(Durga, Surya, Ganesh, Shiva, and Vishnu)—
often considered the very epitome of
polytheistic understanding—can be seen in a
monotheistic light as well, that is, as an
exposition on universal categories of religion as
opposed to the literal worship of five individual
deities. In this article, “Vaishnavism:
Monotheistic or Not?” author Steven J. Rosen
draws upon the work of Bengali theologian
Bhaktivinoda Thakura (1838–1914) to show how
this is so.
I initially viewed Hinduism as a strange sort
of polytheism, with many-armed and multiheaded gods, all but eclipsing the supreme
unitary divinity of the Western traditions, with
which, or with whom, I was more familiar. And
this is no doubt a legitimate part of the

Hinduism bequeathed to us by saints and sages
of the past. But the more I studied the tradition,
particularly Vaishnavism, the more I became
aware of an alternate exposition, one that is
perhaps not as common as the polytheistic
view, at least in some circles, but is
nevertheless an undeniable part of the
tradition.
According to Neal Delmonico in his
insightful essay, “The History of Indic
Monotheism
and
Modern
Chaitanya
1
Vaishnavism,” Indic monotheism can be traced
back to the Vedas, so it is not some new
interpretation but rather something that has
been part of the tradition from its inception.
Delmonico is careful to distinguish Indian
monotheism from its Western cousin, since it
emerges in a different historical milieu than its
Occidental counterpart. That said, he
nonetheless acknowledges an indisputable
monotheistic thread throughout the tradition.
Indeed, prominent scholars, such as
Graham M. Schweig, support this view without
hesitation. Schweig has even gone so far as to
coin the term “polymorphic monotheism” to
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describe the unique form of monotheism that
one finds in India. That is to say, Indian
traditions give us a theology that recognizes
many forms (ananta-rupa) of the one,
overarching divinity—many forms of the one
true God, as a Christian might say. Ultimately,
as Schweig points out, the tradition—
particularly the Gaudiya Vaishnava tradition—
can be seen as a form of “polymorphic bimonotheism,” since it acknowledges a dualgendered
divinity
whose
ultimate
manifestation is Sri Sri Radha-Krishna.2
Without doubt, the monotheistic component in
Indic religion is nowhere as pronounced as it is
in Vaishnavism.
Still, upon first glance, even Vaishnavism
could easily appear polytheistic, given the
various gods associated with the Vedic
pantheon. But if we look even slightly beneath
the surface, we see there is more to this socalled polytheism than meets the eye.
The concept of monotheism — the idea that
there is only one God — tends to be associated
with the Abrahamic religions (Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam), but, in truth, lesser
known traditions such as Babism and
Zoroastrianism are monotheistic as well. So the
first point to be acknowledged is that
monotheism is more pervasive than commonly
understood.
Additionally,
due
to
monotheism’s
association with biblical religion, it is often
seen as necessarily opposed to pantheistic and
polytheistic points of view. But all is not so
simple. In fact, monotheism overlaps with Indic
monism — the idea that everything is, in some
sense, God. And standard monotheistic
religions too sometimes include a plurality of
“gods.”
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For example, certain Christian groups see
God as the Trinity, or three eternal persons —
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. While
this is understood by many Christians as a form
of monotheism, there are those in the Jewish
tradition, for example, who view this
trinitarian concept as a form of polytheism, for
God here is clearly not a singularity. In this way
both pantheism and polytheism sometimes
interpenetrate monotheism, and vice versa.
Indeed, the following Vedic aphorism is
sometimes recommended as a meditation for
all who wish to understand such higher
realities: “Truth is one, though the wise refer to
it in various ways.” (Rig Veda 1.164.46)
This verse, found in one of the world's
oldest religious scriptures, hints at the mystery
and diversity of the Hindu tradition. Since its
focus is “the one and the many,” it overlaps
with ideas of monotheism and polytheism, and
it should be explored in terms of our present
discussion.
Just prior to this verse, one may note, the
Rig Veda praises an exotic pantheon of gods,
and only then are we told that God, or Truth, is
ultimately one, though known variously. What
does this mean? It points to a monotheistic idea
of Deity, surely, but to what else? And how does
it relate to the Vaishnava tradition, or broader
Hinduism, for that matter, with its many gods
and goddesses?
People know that adherents of Indian
religions believe in many divinities — Brahma,
Vishnu, Shiva, the Goddess, and so on — and
because of this the overall tradition is
commonly understood to be polytheistic. Yet it
simultaneously acknowledges the existence of
one supreme God, known as Bhagavan (AllOpulent One), Paramatma (Supreme Self),
Parameshvara (Supreme Controller), and so on.
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The philosophy of Vaishnavism, in particular,
agrees that God is one, but adds that He is many
as well. God reveals Himself in innumerable
forms and shapes and further expands into
lesser divinities, and even into the entire
perceivable world.
This hierarchical series of divine
manifestations, of spiritual separateness as
opposed to oneness, is often neglected in
Western scholarship (and even within modernday Hinduism), where it is generally taught
that these manifestations are all the same and
somehow coalesce in a higher reality.
When people born in the West are
confronted with Vaishnavism, or even
Hinduism in general with its many “gods,”
their minds generally resort to preconceived
notions of polytheism in non-Abrahamic
cultures worldwide. The idea of one Supreme
Godhead appears very far away, and
reconciliation seems impossible.
What most people don’t know is that the
various religious traditions of the world can be
categorized
within
the
divisions
of
panchopasana, or the worship of five types of
gods: Durga, Surya, Ganesha, Shiva, and Vishnu.
Though the term panchopasana itself is
associated with the Hindu tradition, we will
show its universal application according to
Bhaktivinoda Thakura (1838–1914),3 a 19thcentury theologian and religious reformer in
the Krishna tradition. These five, Bhaktivinoda
tells us, represent all the many ideas of God
that permeate the various religious traditions.
Five Primary Gods

The five primary gods of panchopasana and
their numerous variations may be seen in three
ways. First, they are alternate faces of one
absolute reality who assist in the
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administration of the universe. Second, in this
service they are separate beings performing
cosmic functions. Third, they also represent
categories of religious practice that indicate
specific levels of spiritual understanding, as
suggested above.
This third, lesser-known perspective was
the particular contribution of Bhaktivinoda
Thakura. His view of Indic polytheism and how
it interrelates with the standard monotheistic
traditions with which we are more familiar is
enlightening, to say the least.
According to Bhaktivinoda, the initial quest
for spirit, or Brahman, is a form of shaktadharma (worship of shakti, or energy), for it
recognizes nature as divine. For the shakta,
“There is more to what we see than meets the
eye.” Mother Nature is alive and fundamentally
spiritual. In its most basic form, shakta-dharma
consists of worshiping prakriti, or material
nature, but it can develop to the more
sophisticated forms of Durga worship existing
in India from time immemorial. Nonetheless, it
is still a rudimentary form of spiritual
awareness, Bhaktivinoda tells us, with
practitioners often “still given to meat-eating
and other materialistic activities.” It is a
beginning, a dawning of spiritual awareness.
Srila Bhaktivinoda writes, “The practices of
Shaktism are fit to give rise to the first
transcendental aspirations of man. People
engrossed in sensual development and
apathetic towards seeking the Absolute Truth
may be enticed by the practices and way of life
of a Shakta, and in this way may be drawn
closer to the highest object of life.”
When one’s spiritual inclinations mature,
one understands that there is heat at the center
of all we see, feel, taste, touch, and smell. The
sun (Surya) gives us life, nurturing us with
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warmth and light. Our digestion is a kind of fire
that ignites our bodies with gusto, allowing us
to move about in the world. This is sauradharma. According to Bhaktivinoda Thakura,
“When God consciousness grows stronger, the
realization that heat is the preeminent power
effecting all activities in the material world
comes, and one rises to the second stage: the
worship of the source of all heat, the sun
(Suryadeva).”
After this one realizes that even this
magnificent energy, great though it may be, is
still just a mundane force, generated from and
subsisting in the material world. Bhaktivinoda
Thakura calls this higher realization ganapatyadharma, wherein one realizes that living beings
hold the secret to higher spiritual reality. At
this stage, an awareness evolves that animated
living entities are more important than
energetic abstractions, and gods such as
Ganesha and other creatures of nature rise to
prominence as the object of one’s worship.
Such realization often manifests itself as the
first seeds of humanism.
But this evolves further, and one realizes
that all creatures reach their pinnacle in man.
As Srila Bhaktivinoda writes, “The fourth stage
is the worship of purely human consciousness
in the form of Shiva — shaiva-dharma.” Here one
looks for an empowered personality, a more
humanlike divinity with whom one can
identify. The idea of becoming one with this
divine embodiment becomes desirable, and
spirituality here consists of “unitary
recognition” — seeing one’s identity with all
that is and with the Supreme. In this way
shaiva-dharma puts forward a non-theistic
spirituality, often focusing on monism, or even
enhanced humanism, if with definite spiritual
underpinnings. Thus the shaiva-dharma level of
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spirituality affords one a glimpse into the
actual nature of the divine.
But there is a higher reality still. Srila
Bhaktivinoda reveals the culmination of the
spiritual quest: “Coming to the fifth stage, an
individual particle of consciousness — jiva (the
soul) — serves the Personality of Supreme
Consciousness. This stage is called vaishnavadharma, or Vaishnavism.”
He further informs us that all of the world’s
major religions fall into one of these five
categories, and that this is what panchopasana,
or the worship of various “Hindu gods,” is
really all about, and this is the case despite how
it is commonly interpreted in many modern
Hindu traditions.
Examples Around the World

Pantheism, Shamanism, Neopaganism,
Gaianism, Shintoism, Goddess worship, Earth
religion, and most folk religions are in the
category of shakta-dharma, as such traditions
essentially recognize the divine in nature.
Solar religion, or various manifestations of
saura-dharma, was popular in many ancient
cultures, from India to Egypt, and still is. The
earliest deities associated with the sun are
Surya, Wadjet, Sekhmet, Hathor, Bast, Bat, and
Menhit. The Aztecs of Mexico, as well as certain
tribes of Africa, made sun worship famous.
Ganesha worship is an in-between stage,
not as basic as shakta-dharma and saura-dharma,
but not yet theism proper. This level of
realization can be found throughout the world
as well, often in the form of humanism,
wherein a spark of divinity is detected in one’s
fellow man. It is the seed of divine awareness
and reaches its most mature form,
Bhaktivinoda Thakura writes, in religions like
Buddhism and Jainism, for they are akin to

69

Journal of Hindu-Christian Studies, Vol. 34, No. 1 [2021], Art. 20

VIEWPOINT Vaishnavism: Monotheistic or Not? 67
shaiva-dharma, with a greater emphasis on
psychological
empowerment
and
fully
awakened humanism, along with a type of
philosophical monism. Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam, he further explains, are similar to
Vaishnavism, since worship of the Supreme
Godhead is the focus of these traditions.
Yet Srila Bhaktivinoda is quick to point out
that there is a “mundane” Vaishnavism and a
“spiritual” Vaishnavism as well. The first is
called bharavahi (“those who carry the burden
of external rituals”), and the second is called
saragrahi (“those who drink the essence”). It is
this latter form of Vaishnavism, naturally, that
is lauded as the culmination of the religious
quest. The former is merely a variety of
“Hinduism,” on a par with other sectarian,
nonuniversalist religions. According to
Bhaktivinoda, Saragrahi Vaishnavism is the
eternal function of the soul and the long
obscured science of spirituality, and it is this
that the great spiritual masters throughout
history have encouraged devotees to embrace.
Reaching Maturity in Krishna

Srila Bhaktivinoda
panchopasana:

Thakura

sums

up

Therefore, those who are simply astonished
by the powers of anything in the creation
of the Lord, without any factual
information of the Lord Himself, are known
as shaktas, or worshipers of the great
powers. The modern scientist is also
captivated by the wonderful actions and
reactions of natural phenomena and
therefore is also a type of shakta. These
lower-grade persons gradually rise to
become shauriyas (worshipers of the sungod) or ganapatyas (worshipers of the mass
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of people as janata janardanaor daridranarayana and so on, in the form of
Ganapati) and then rise to the platform of
worshiping Lord Shiva in search of the
ever-existing soul and its identity with the
Lord. After this one may graduate to the
stage of worshiping Lord Vishnu, the
Supersoul, whose highest form is that of
Lord Krishna.
To highlight Krishna’s supremacy and
indicate the secondary status of the half-gods,
Lord Brahma, who creates the material cosmos
on behalf of Lord Vishnu, composed the
treatise known as the Brahma-samhita. The
Gaudiya Vaishnava Acharya Bhaktisiddhanta
Sarasvati Thakura, the son of Bhaktivinoda
Thakura, writes in his commentary on this
great work:
The
Brahma-samhita
has
refuted
panchopasana. . . . The worship of Vishnu as
found in panchopasana does not please
Vishnu; it is heterodox and highly
improper. . . . The worship of Vishnu as one
of the five deities makes His highest
dignity, which is without any equal, similar
to that of the other deities, and [in that
system] His Lordship is counted as one of
several deities, which is a great spiritual
offense. . . . It is the eternal duty of all jivas
to serve Krishna, the Lord of all lords. All
other deities are His servitors. Their
function is only to carry out His commands.
They will never acquire liberation who
conceive of the deities as the different
names and bodies of Vishnu instead of
knowing them as His servitors. Thus five
shlokas [verses] of the Brahma-samhita have
described the natures of the five deities: (1)
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“I (i.e., Brahma) adore the primeval Lord
Govinda [Krishna], in pursuance of whose
order the sun-god [Surya], the king of the
planets and the eye of this world, performs
his journey, mounting the wheel of time.
(2) I adore the primeval Lord Govinda,
whose lotuslike feet are always held by
Ganesha on his head in order to obtain
power for his function of destroying all the
obstacles of the three worlds. (3) I adore
the primeval Lord Govinda, in accordance
with whose will Durga, His external
potency, conducts her function as the
creating, preserving, and destroying agent
of the world. (4) I adore the primeval Lord
Govinda, who transforms Himself as
Sambhu [Shiva] for performing the work of
destruction, just as milk is transformed into
curd, which is neither the same as, nor
different from, milk. (5) I adore the
primeval Lord Govinda, who manifests
Himself as Vishnu in the same manner as
one burning candle communicates its light
Notes

See Neal Delmonico, “The History of Indic
Monotheism
and
Modern
Chaitanya
Vaishnavism,” in Edwin Bryant and Maria
Ekstrand, eds., The Hare Krishna Movement: The
Postcharismatic Fate of a Religious Transplant (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 31–34.
2
See Graham M. Schweig, “Krishna, the
Intimate Divinity,” in Edwin F. Bryant and
Maria L. Ekstrand, eds., ibid., 18–19.
3
All quotations from Srila Bhaktivinoda
Thakura in this article are from the essay "Sri
Bhagavata Dharma Vichar." The ideas first
appeared
in
his
book Sri Krishnasamhita (Calcutta: Isvarchandra Basu, 1879), pp.
1
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to another candle which, though existing
separately, is of the same quality as the
first.”4
My journey in the Vaishnava tradition has
taken place over the course of a lifetime,
perhaps several, and while I still have much to
learn, there are a few things I know for certain:
The many gods associated with modern-day
Hinduism are viewed as individual living beings
in their own right, at least as articulated in the
teachings of Gaudiya Vaishnavism. They are
cosmic administrators, say the scriptures, and
they have an accessible, down-to-earth
function as representatives of universal
religious categories. Through Bhaktivinoda
Thakura’s lens, these exalted beings offer a
hierarchical understanding of how one
gradually evolves in consciousness from the
dawn of spiritual awakening to the perfection
of spiritual life—culminating in the worship of
the Supreme Personality of Godhead.
7–8. Also see Abhishek Ghosh, “Vaiṣṇavism and
the West: A Study of Kedanath Datta
Bhaktivinod’s Encounter and Response, 1869–
1909,” Ph.D. thesis, The University of Chicago,
2014, pp. 179–182.
4
Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati here
quotes his own commentary on the Brahmasamhita while replying to questions by Pandit
Shyamasundar Chakravarty, a leader in India's
independence movement. The exchange was
published in an early issue of The Harmonist.
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2021 Annual Meetings Sessions
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies
November 19 and 20
The 2021 AAR Annual Meeting will be held November 19-20 in San Antoni, Texas, with a
number of virtual sessions for wishing to participate remotely.
The Society for Hindu-Christian Studies will be conducting its 2021 meeting in conjunction
with the AAR, November 19-20. All sessions will be virtual. Participants will need to register
for the Annual Meeting of the AAR, and the AAR will then provide access to these panels.

2021 Annual Meeting Program
Friday, November 19
7:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. CST
Virtual (AAR session ID: PV19-503)
Discussion of Reading the Hindu and Christian Classics by Francis X. Clooney, winner of the Best
Book Award in Hindu-Christian Studies (Theology/Philosophy) in 2020.
Presiding: Stephanie Coriglioano, Humboldt State University
Panelists:
Mario Aguilar, University of St. Andrews
Laurie Patton, Middlebury College
Srilata Raman, University of Toronto
John J. Thatamanil, Union Theological Seminary
Responding: Francis X. Clooney, S.J., Harvard University
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Saturday, November 20
9:00 a.m. – 11:30 a.m. CST
Virtual (AAR session ID: PV20-140)
Theme: Indigeneity and Colonization in Hindu-Christian Studies
The diverse legacies of Portuguese, Dutch and British colonial powers in India deeply inform
the practice of Hindu-Christian Studies as a scholarly discipline. Less commonly explored are
themes of colonization, assimilation, and the subjugation of Indigenous peoples as they
manifest in both European Christianity and Sanskritic Hinduism. This panel attempts a
comparative enquiry on these themes in the contexts of India and North America. Panelists
will focus particular case studies of Christian and Hindu colonial and neocolonial programs,
along with those decolonial spaces of resistance created by and/or with Indigenous peoples.
Moderator: Reid B. Locklin, St. Michael’s College, University of Toronto
Panelists:
Jeanette Rodriguez, Seattle University: “When the Clan Mothers Stand: Interreligious
Dialogue and Liberation in Colonial North America”
RC Jongte, Princeton University: “Christian Hindus or Indigenous Christians? An
Indigenous Liberationist Response to Neo-Hindutva Assimilationist Agendas in
Northeast India”
Brandi Denison, University of Northern Florida: “Adult Children of Manifest Destiny:
Confronting Christian Colonization in 12 Steps”
Bennett Comerford, Harvard University: “Questioning Coloniality in Hindu-Christian
Studies: An Enquiry in Extremity”
Responding: Michelle Voss Roberts, Emmanuel College, University of Toronto
Society for Hindu-Christian Studies Business Meeting
10:45 – 11:30 a.m. CST
Presiding: Kerry San Chirico, Villanova University
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BOOK REVIEWS
The Water of the Drop: Fragments from Panikkar Diaries. By Raimon

Panikkar. Edited by Milena Carrara Pavan. Delhi: ISPCK, 2018, xii + 334
pp.
THE publication of some extracts of Raimon
Panikkar’s diary is good news for scholars.
While the compilation offers no sensational
insights, it does help round up both the
appreciation and the assessment of Panikkar
the intellectual and Panikkar the human being.
Panikkar himself selected the extracts, then
Milena Carrara Pavan, who is also the curator
of Panikkar’s opera omnia, organized and edited
the content. The criteria behind Panikkar’s
selection are unknown, but in classic
Panikkaresque style, he said in a letter to
Carrara that the selected notes are his life and
yet they are not; in fact, publication of the
entire diary is in progress. Carrara’s title, The
Water of the Drop: Fragments from Panikkar Diaries
(henceforth, Fragments), resonates with
Panikkar’s eschatological orientation, for we
are all already water without ceasing to be
drops, although not all realize that.
More than half of the extracts relate to the
period after Panikkar’s retirement from
academic teaching at UC Santa Barbara and his
relocation to Tavertet, a small town in
Catalonia. In this review, I will address the
English version, partially translated by
Geraldine Clarkson, a translation from the
original manuscript in Italian. The English
version presents only a few, and almost
marginal at that, differences from Panikkar’s
original. It also carries errors of translation and

typographical errors. Despite being a relatively
small portion of the entire diary, the published
fragments confirm some hypotheses already
articulated, although not yet confirmed, by
Panikkar scholars. Here I offer a brief and
incomplete list: Panikkar’s self-perception as a
mystic, his monastic vocation, and the
importance of his sacerdotal status. The book
also reveals aspects of Panikkar less known,
that is, his sense of solitude and isolation, his
need for friends and friendly relationships, and
his apparent estrangement from the rest of the
human race.
I will focus here on three main themes
rather than attempting to recap a book that by
its very nature resists summarization. The first
theme is India: “I am in love with a traditional
Indian culture that is collapsing” (99). Panikkar
visited India for the first time in 1954, in his
mid-thirties, and it was a turning point for
several reasons. He found himself not only in
contact with a foreign millennial civilization,
but also with religious pluralism. During that
trip, he established contacts and friendships
that marked his life and influenced his
intellectual trajectory. He came back from that
trip with insights that would take a lifetime of
study and reflection to fructify. Portions of
Fragments, however, indicate that he denies
India really changed his vision. Instead, the
vision came to him internally, so to speak, like a
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germination from within and at an early age
(181). Panikkar returned to India in the fifties
and sixties and, for regular but short periods, in
the seventies. In his diary, Panikkar asks
rhetorically if his time in India, in a little
apartment in Varanasi with a view on the
Ganges was, after all, the best of his life (166).
Fragments records Panikkar’s changing attitude
towards India: he laments the assimilation of
technological and mechanistic paradigms
within the fabric of Indian society and religious
practices and in his notes silently warns
Indians to remain a religiously driven, preindustrial, eventually pastoral society—the
reality he encountered in his first trip there
(17). In one note, Panikkar ultimately rescinds
his interior connection with India (157). At the
end, the post-Independence, democratic, rural
India fitted Panikkar perfectly, but not so much
the economic and social evolution of a country
on the verge of rapid modernization. One might
ask whether Panikkar would fit into the current
process of hyper-modernization of South Asia,
including the emergence of nationalist cultural
stances and economic paradigms. Actually,
Panikkar remained attached to the reality of
India he encountered in the fifties, and he
probably mirrored that reality in his works,
including the late ones. Surely, the questions he
raised (the search for the Absolute, the
integrity of all) are, so to speak, eternal; the
context in which he addressed these questions
in books, speeches, and lectures is, however,
gone.
The second theme is sanctity. “I believe in a
new life style in sacred-secular holiness” (102).
Panikkar joined the Obra, what the Spanish
members colloquially called Opus Dei, in 1940.
He left (or, if one has to trust the official
evidence, he was expelled) in 1966. He never
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joined another religious order and remained a
secular priest for the rest of his life. Fragments
makes clear that Panikkar’s major scope in life
was to reach his own sainthood, namely, to
become a saint (18). He attempted to
accomplish this goal through the way offered
by Opus Dei, namely, through a path to sanctity
(a constant work to reach perfection, Matthew
5:48) in the world. His contemplative
orientation, however, made him feel
compressed in such a military-like organization
as Opus Dei (28). Despite his numerous claims,
expressed in Fragments and elsewhere, that he
was a monk and had a hermitical vocation, he
never chose solitude or retracted into a
cloister, ashram, or monastery. Instead, he built
his own hermitage in Tavertet, but he
simultaneously matched that choice with his
marriage. It might be that his years in Opus Dei
affected him more than he thought (291). His
celebrated concept of “sacred secularity” is a
brilliant reformulation of the way to holiness as
articulated by Spanish priest and Opus founder
Josemaria Escriva in his collection of maxims
concerning spirituality for people involved in
secular affairs. Panikkar’s mission in the world,
to provide spiritual and intellectual assistance
to people in search of their way to divinization,
resembles that of Opus Dei. Had he remained in
Opus Dei, Panikkar could have probably sought
sanctity in the reign of the intellectual
professions. But this was not his real vocation
(30). After leaving Opus Dei, he crafted his own
way piece by piece, building an unclear path
that made him a multi-dimensional person—
simultaneously a philosopher, theologian,
mystic, guru, priest, and poet. He was
something to everyone, but who knows if,
inwardly, he found his narrow path to
sainthood (44-5). Only God knows.
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The third theme is legacy. “I feel like I am
continuously pestered by an inner voice that
tells me I am destined for a higher function, a
more important role, a more universal
profession (than that of university professor)”
(131). Despite his repeated claims of
indifference to the mundane fortunes of this
world, on several occasions Panikkar
questioned his own legacy. He lived with
surprise—although not disappointment—about
what he perceived to be a relatively modest
impact on the history of the world (95-6). He
shared with other giants of the twentieth
century, including Karl Barth and Henri de
Lubac, the inclination to see reality from a
spiritual perspective. And much like Barth in
Switzerland and de Lubac in France, he
attempted to elaborate a remedy that was at
once spiritual and theological. Unlike Barth and
de Lubac, however, he never ignited a
“controversy” that was at the same time
theological and political (“political” in the
sense that challenges the establishment’s
ideology). Several entries of Fragments testify
that, for temperament and circumstances,
Panikkar carefully avoided academic debates
and doctrinal disagreements. If one were to
take Panikkar’s words at face value, he never
raised an argument of the magnitude of Barth’s
and de Lubac’s, mostly for lack of courage, not
of intellectual stamina (184). He recognized

that his life was much more private than, say,
that of Heidegger, and with that he probably
meant that he did not make himself a public
figure (198). His disagreement with the
mainstream ideology of the Church was rather
consummated in the private circle of his
friends, disciples, and followers, and in the
internal space of his conscience. His distance
from the academic world is equally
documented in the diary (138). On the concrete
ground of practical (and risky) decisions, his
more dramatic form of protest was his
marriage. But Fragments offers several
alternative motivations for that union, and the
entire question is still open to debate (105). In
the end, he saw his legacy in his life, words, and
books—and in that precise order (220-1).
The volume cannot be properly regarded as
a contribution to the field of Panikkar
scholarship; still, it provides details and angles
of observations that might help scholars
advance in their investigation of the sage of
Tavertet. The book belongs in every academic
library and could be used fruitfully—in whole
or in part—in graduate and advanced
undergraduate classrooms in the fields of
theology or religions and interfaith dialogue.
Enrico Beltramini
Notre Dame de Namur University

Anti-Christian Violence in India. By Chad M. Bauman. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2020. 310 pp.

BUTLER University professor Chad M. Bauman
has produced another well-researched book on
Christianity in India, once again focusing on
anti-Christian
violence.
His
previous
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monographs include the award-winning
Christian Identity and Dalit Religion in Hindu India,
1868–1947 (2008), and Pentecostals, Proselytization,
and Anti-Christian Violence in Contemporary India
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(2015). He has also co-edited two helpful works
focusing on Christian interactions with other
religions in India: Constructing Indian
Christianities: Culture, Conversion and Caste (2014)
with Richard Fox Young, and The Routledge
Handbook of Hindu-Christian Relations (2020) with
Michelle Voss Roberts.
The present volume, Anti-Christian Violence
in India, is similar to Bauman’s 2015
monograph, although the previous focused
specifically on Pentecostalism. The current
work is organized into five chapters, with an
introduction and conclusion. In Ch.1, Bauman
interacts with key questions around religion
and violence such as whether religion causes
violence, whether religious conflict is unique,
and a consideration of why religious violence is
so appealing to so many people.
In Ch.2, the author presents a very helpful
history, or what he calls a “prehistory” of
Hindu-Christian conflict. He first looks at
conflict between the St. Thomas Christians and
the Portuguese, which began shortly after the
arrival of Vasco da Gama in 1498. He then
analyzes Hindu-Christian conflict in the
context of colonialism. He argues that
missionaries depicted Hinduism in ways that
offended Indian sensibilities, leading to the rise
of various Hindu responses, some more
reactionary than others. The 1857 rebellion is
singled out as a particularly important
flashpoint in the development of HinduChristian tension. The rise of more aggressive
reactionary movements such as Hindutva and
the RSS in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
is discussed, followed by an examination of
issues around Indian independence, and seeds
that were sown around that time that
blossomed into intense political controversies
around the idea of religious conversion.
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Bauman argues that “… in the 1950s, the work
of Christian missionaries, particularly foreign
missionaries, came under greater scrutiny” (99,
italics his). Hindu nationalism, as a movement,
had made great gains by the late 1980s. HinduMuslim conflict always grabbed the headlines,
but it may well have been Christianity that
posed the greater, more fundamental threat for
Hindus (111).
Ch.3 looks at what Bauman calls “everyday”
violence against Christians, focusing on various
incidents occurring in various places across
India. I found this chapter useful, as Bauman
has scoured many lesser-known sources to
fortify his thesis that anti-Christian violence is
far more common today than one might think
simply by reading Western papers. It is a daily
occurrence in India: schools and churches are
burned, wells are poisoned, homes and shops
are destroyed, people are intimidated,
hundreds have been injured, and many have
been killed—often without any fanfare. Bauman
argues that Catholics, Orthodox, and older
Western denominations (e.g., CSI and CNI) are
not typically attacked in these ways. Rather,
the forms of Christianity that tend to be
associated with evangelism are far more likely to
be targeted, particularly if their churches are
growing (130–131).
Ch.4-5 are an ethnographic case study
focused on the anti-Christian riots in the
Kandhamal district of Odisha (formerly Orissa)
in 2007–2008. Bauman’s handling of this very
sensitive topic is helpful to Western academics
who tend to know little about the rising antiChristian posture in India that sometimes spills
over into violence. Bauman has devoted his
career to this specific topic and there is no one
else I am aware of who understands the
literature, the historical background, and the
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particular context on the ground in India as
well as he does. Many of us lived in or traveled
to India earlier in our research careers without
much concern. The social climate has changed,
and Bauman explains clearly why and how this
all happened.
Despite the changes in the social and
political climate of India, part of Bauman’s
interpretation is that the recent violence
against Christians is actually “more of the
same” (6). The rise of BJP rule, in Bauman’s
view, is not necessarily connected to a
correlative rise in anti-Christian violence. He
rightly points out that some of the worst
violence against Christians in Indian history
occurred during the reign of the Congress
Party, particularly the massacres and riots in
2007–2008 which the author examines in detail
in this book. This is an important fact that
often gets missed. The BJP is routinely decried
as antagonistic towards Christians, but the
intensity of the persecution has been
heightening over the course of many years, not
solely since the rise of the BJP in the 21st
century. Further, according to the author,
religious violence in general is on the rise
globally, so this is not a uniquely Indian or antiChristian phenomenon.
What Bauman’s book accomplishes well is
establishing that violence against Christians
goes on all across India today. It has happened
for a long time, and it will likely continue.
There is “no single factor” for the antiChristian violence. It is linked to many moving
pieces which are explained well throughout.
Bauman utilizes a constructivist approach—
emphasizing the role of material interests—to
show that religion cannot be overlooked when
trying to assess why anti-Christian violence is
so prominent. Christianity is widely perceived
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by Hindutva advocates as being a threat to the
Indian and specifically Hindu way of life.
Some of Bauman’s arguments are complex,
but he patiently unpacks them in the
conclusion. One important idea is that
Christianity is often associated with Western
values such as equality, human rights,
privatization of religion, and extreme
individualism. And Christianity – perceived as
the religion of the West – carries these values
within it. Hindutva is clearly threatened by all
of this, as Hinduism tends to represent values
such as collectivism, communitarianism, and
ethnic unity. What results is a clash of loyalties:
if one is loyal to Hinduism, concomitant
loyalties must be to Hindu business, the Indian
homeland, Indian heritage and culture, and
Hindu ways of seeing the world. Christianity—
with its emphasis on loyalty to God, on the
global church, and with a historical proclivity
towards the West (at least in the postcolonial
experience)—potentially
undermines
Indianness, or Hindutva, in so many cultural
and existential ways. Christianity is also linked
to concepts thoroughly bathed in Westernness
such as globalization, merit-based economies,
liberal education, widespread literacy and the
consequential social power that comes with it,
greater access to foreign money and
consequent opportunity, human rights for all,
uplift of the marginalized, and—importantly for
Bauman—freedom of religion. Bauman’s
theories also delve into caste issues, such as the
fact that, at least in his case study of Odisha,
most of the Christians targeted were from low
castes (225). Indian Christians, therefore,
become “convenient proxies” (217) for
nationalistic Hindus who long for a united,
thoroughly Indian, homeland. There is a
nostalgia that seems to be happening here,
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with Hindutva actors perceiving a halcyon,
united past.
Bauman’s final few pages are fascinating,
revealing, and brilliantly written. He affirms
Paul Marshall’s ideas on what is at stake in the
politics of religious conversion. Central to the
ideas Bauman is attracted to is the nature of
choice. Traditional societies emphasize that
“you are what you were born to be” (235); you
should follow the path of your ancestors.
Globalization, however, presents choices: you
might depart from your ancestral calling; you
might become something else. You might
forsake your traditional, ancestral, or even
ethnic identity. Christians threaten others
because they are not only open to change, but
their entire religion is founded upon the notion
of change. Born again Christians, in particular—
those who experience a “new birth”—pose a
way of seeing the world where you can
completely reorient your alliances. This is

unnerving to those rooted in tradition,
ancestry, indigeneity, and ethnic uniformity.
Christian conversion potentially disrupts
completely, allowing people the choice of
which community they want to be part of.
Great freedom is offered, albeit at the cost of
losing one’s communal connectivity.
Bauman concludes by, again, affirming Paul
Marshall’s notion that Christianity denies an
all-encompassing state. Christianity confesses
that Caesar is decidedly not God. Inherent in
Christianity is a challenge to “monistic
conceptions of social order” (236). He also
argues that where we find Christian dominance
in the modern era, we also find Western
secularism. And for many Hindus, therein lies
the greatest threat of all.
Dyron Daughrity
Pepperdine University

Essays in Hindu Theology. By Anantanand Rambachan. Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2019, 187 pages.

IN these days of interreligious dialogue and
cross-cultural friendships, it is good to have an
insightful and critical account of a major Hindu
theological viewpoint, with strong dialogic
overtones, by an eminent Hindu practitioner.
This book is all the more welcome because
Hindu theologians of stature today who give an
account of the nature of the Supreme Being and
its relationship with the world and human
beings from a Hindu point of view in the
context of a respectful and knowledgeable
understanding
of
non-Hindu
religious
standpoints, are, to coin an expression, as
scarce as hens’ teeth. Further, as Rambachan
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points out, the Hindu diaspora is growing
steadily, not least in his own country, the USA,
where
alone
the
“estimated
Hindu
population....is now over 2 million” (13). So, a
book like this one, with a slant towards a Hindu
understanding of Christian belief and practice,
is all the more important for keeping abreast of
current developments in Hindu dialogic
approaches.
Rambachan states that his “analysis is
particularly influenced by the nondualism of
Advaita Vedānta” (p.47) which affirms that, in
the final analysis, the seething multiplicity of
produced being is ontologically non-different
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(hence a-dvaita) from the one, utterly
undifferentiated Supreme Brahman (“the Great
One”) to which no term or concept betokening
any form of distinction directly or indirectly
properly applies. Some have called this state of
being non-differenced monism (though
Rambachan prefers to translate advaita as “nottwo”, without quite driving the distinction
home). Rambachan’s primary sources for
maintaining this view are some of the
Upanishads, the Bhagavadgītā, and the Brahma
Sūtras, largely as interpreted, metaphysically,
by the great 8th century theologian Śaṃkara,
and, practically, by the modern Advaitic
savants Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) and
“Mahatma” Gandhi (1869-1948), though how
exactly the Krishna of the Gītā, who comes
across in that scripture as the indissoluble
personal Godhead, fits into Rambachan’s
Advaitic scheme is never adequately explained.
The underlying theme of this book, which in
fact builds on previous work by Rambachan, is
that Advaita must be interpreted as an
inspiration for regarding the world as the arena
for countering individual and systemic evil and
suffering, as also for bringing about “the
common or public good” (his interpretation of
the lokasaṃgraha of Gītā 3.20, 3.25: “In Hindu
spirituality the public good [viz. lokasaṃgraha]
becomes the normative measure of the
meaning of all that we do”, 58). In short,
Rambachan presses his claim in this book for
being a Hindu liberation theologian.
This is all to the good. Every major religious
tradition develops and renews itself only
through the constant re-interpretations of its
responsible theologians. It would be myopic to
say that this should not be attempted because
new interpretations are not faithful to the old.
That is a recipe for stagnation and final
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desuetude. The art is so to reinterpret the old
that it is recognizable as being in continuity
with the new. Christian theologians have done
this with regard to constructing a liberation
theology and, to my mind, Rambachan is fully
entitled to attempt this too for the Advaitic
strand of Hinduism (though occasionally one
gets the impression that he assimilates
Hinduism to Advaita). So, it is no accident that
he turns so saliently to Vivekananda and
Gandhi, both of whose reading of Hindu
scripture (Gandhi aided in large measure by
turning to the Sermon on the Mount) had the
political and social reform of Hinduism largely
in mind from an Advaitic standpoint.
Rambachan’s position is described with full
force and clarity in Ch.8. Here we are told, in
contrast to some traditional and modern
interpretations of Advaita, that a Hindu
liberation theology requires “an understanding
of the meaning of liberation (mokṣa) that values
life in this world and not escape from the
world” (138). For this one needs to articulate
“the ethical implications and obligations of
mokṣa for the transformation of human
relationships and social structures” (139) so
that we may commit “to working for the
overcoming of suffering in its multiple forms”
(140) on the basis of “affirming the equal worth
and dignity of all human beings” (141). This is
because “the infinite brahman exists identically
in all beings. Since the infinite is present in
each being as the warp and woof of selfhood, to
see the infinite in another is to see oneself in
another” (111).
But does Rambachan’s interpretation of the
Hindu scriptures bear the weight of his
innovative conclusions? Though Vivekananda’s
and Gandhi’s readings of these texts were
socially and politically activist, this did not
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quite result in a theology of liberation, which is
characterized by a focus “upon “systemic evil”,
that is, the suffering that human beings inflict
upon each other by unjust economic, social,
and political systems. The implication of this
emphasis is that genuine change will be
achieved only through the change and
transformation of such systems” (p.131).
However, one notices a tendency towards
assertion rather than exegetical justification in
Rambachan’s defense of his approach. Thus, we
are told without further ado that in “the
Bhagavadgītā (18.20-22) Krishna commends
generosity, but insists...that thought be given
to the maximization of outcomes” (57, emphasis
added). It is hard to see Krishna as a liberation
theologian here. In these three verses, Krishna
is in fact speaking of the three kinds of
knowledge that correspond respectively to the
three qualities (guṇas) that combine to
constitute empirical being. A proper exegetical
argument is required to show how the meaning
of this text may extend to the “maximization of
outcomes” in the distribution of wealth. One
could give further examples of such
interpretation-light assertions.
Everything—Rambachan’s analysis of the
four goals of life in Hindu teaching, of the
virtues of Hindu spirituality and the authority
of scripture (in Part I), followed in Part II by his
treatment of interreligious dialogue as
exemplified by the friendship between Gandhi
and C.F. Andrews, and his description of “divine
hospitality” and image worship in a Hindu
temple—is so articulated as to culminate in his
call for a Hindu theology of liberation (the
focus of Part III), while his excursus into a
“Hindu Christology” in Part II where he deals
with modern Hindu understandings of Christ,
from Ram Mohan Roy’s Jesus the moral
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exemplar par excellence, to Vivekananda’s
otherworldly Christ, shows that dialogue is apt
to lose its purpose if one’s interlocutors are
unable to recognize key elements of their faith
in their dialogue-partners’ engagement with it.
Dialogue takes the other’s faith head-on; it is
not an exercise in consensus or anodyne
intentions.
The chief obstacle to achieving the Advaitic
goal, says Rambachan, is a congenital avidyā or
active ignorance of the fact that the inner,
unconstructed self of each of us is identical
with the universal Self or Brahman, a fact
obscured by the up-front constructed and
adhesive identities of our everyday lives. These
false identities generate the socially
hierarchical evils of patriarchy and caste. In
inveighing against the latter Rambachan takes
recourse to the (so-called) untouchable leader,
B. R. Ambedkar’s (1891-1956) critique of caste,
though unlike Ambedkar, who insisted that
caste, rooted in varṇa, is structurally intrinsic
to Hinduism, Rambachan does not clarify
whether he regards caste as integral to
Hinduism or not.
But now we may ask, what is uniquely
decisive in the Advaitic discipline that
culminates in the awareness that Advaita is the
sure and final end? Is it the testimony of
(Advaitic) sages who have followed a particular
path of ethics and contemplation? But there
are many sages who have followed different
paths to different ends and who have also
testified that they have arrived at the final goal.
Rambachan does not really come up with an
answer to our question. He says, rightly,
“Religion cannot claim epistemological
privilege and be sheltered from wider
engagement with the growing body of
knowledge about our universe and life” (p.43).
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But what is the epistemology undergirding
Advaitic faith in contrast to the epistemology
underpinning everyday empirical experience
so that the one can be supported by the other?
There are other questions raised by this
challenging book: e.g., those relating to the
outworking of karma and rebirth in terms of
personal identity and its ethical implications.
Rambachan accepts this fundamental Hindu
doctrine: “The essential idea here is that we are
continuously making ourselves” (59). But how
can we keep making ourselves meaningfully if
most of us do not remember, and so cannot
morally preside over, who we were in previous
births, perhaps on occasion as some form of
sub-human or super-human being (which most
versions of karma and rebirth allow)? This issue
too is not tackled, both as a problem in its own
right and as a potential factor in dialogue with
Christian tradition.
But by now the penny has dropped, which
the deontic tone of the text, viz. its many
statements signifying directly or indirectly how
we should or ought to understand and practice
Hindu—rather Advaiti—teachings, indicates.
This book is really a manifesto, a programme
for understanding and implementing Advaita,
rather than a full-scale justification of
Rambachan’s viewpoint. As such, it calls for a

subsequent work setting out arguments backed
by the appropriate exegesis of texts.
The editing of Hindu data in the book is, to
be blunt, sloppy. The text uses diacritical marks
on Sanskrit terms, but far from consistently, or,
on numerous occasions, even correctly. Here
are a few examples: not pūja (12, 15, 80, 83-4
etc.) but pūjā; not cāturvarṇa (147, 156-7) but
either caturvarṇa or cāturvarṇya; on p.24 we are
told that Śaṃkara’s date is ca. 8th century, but
on p.51, it is the 7th century; the Sanskrit
quotation on p.68 (first para.) is faulty; p.101,
li.17, not “immortality” but “immorality” (!); on
p.141, the Gītā reference should be 13.27-28;
p.154, not SarvApalli, but SarvEpalli
Radhakrishnan, and so many more. In addition,
the Index is woefully inadequate.
These editorial errors apart, the writing
style is clear and mature, and the book is a
thought-provoking, indeed unique, challenge
to theists who tend to think, complacently, that
their fundamental stance on the Deity is the
obvious one to maintain. This book is a valuable
resource for engaging with and responding to a
modern Advaitic religio-ethical stance.
Julius J. Lipner
University of Cambridge

The European Encounter with Hinduism in India. By Jan Peter Schouten

and translated by Henry Jansen in Currents of Encounter: Studies in
Interreligious and Intercultural Relations. Leiden: Brill/Rodopi, 2020.
224 pp.
IN this deeply engaging and highly accessible
volume, Jan Peter Schouten, a research
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the religions and cultures of the Indian
subcontinent from the 13th to the 19th centuries.
The earliest of the visitors discussed is Marco
Polo, a 13th century Venetian merchant, and the
latest is Ferdinand Kittel, a 19th century Basel
missionary. Except for scattered and rare
connections, Asia, by and large, remained a
distant reality in the imagination of Europe.
The aftermath of religious wars, the threat of
or the fascination towards the Mongols, and
the emerging business ties with China
occasioned the visits of European visitors, most
of whom passed by the Indian subcontinent.
Locating the volume in the current
conversation
about
interreligious
and
intercultural relations, Schouten characterizes
the phenomenon of European encounters with
India’s religions as precursors to modern
interreligious dialogue.
In the first nine chapters, Schouten
analyzes the perceptions and representations
of European visitors about what is now known
as India, her peoples, and their religions. The
visitors analyzed in the volume include
missionaries—Roman Catholic or Protestant—
merchants, navigators, and ambassadors. In
each chapter, Schouten interprets the world a
visitor or a group of visitors created in their
letters and reports about India to their
audience in Europe and analyzes the world the
visitor himself was a part of and its impact on a
particular perception. With his expertise in the
histories of Europe and the Indian
subcontinent, Schouten accompanies the
traveler from Europe and sheds insight into
what would have transpired in the mind of the
travelers in their encounter with India. With
his summary in the concluding chapter,
Schouten identifies not only the shared
impressions among the visitors but argues that
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these encounters constitute the prehistory of
interreligious
dialogue.
These
chance
encounters of European visitors with the faith
communities in India and the ensuing
impressions were often characterized by
curiosity, but seldom by respect for the other
or by an openness to learning from the other
As mentioned earlier, the European
travelers analyzed were from many walks of life
often with disparate agendas. Some were
emissaries representing their rulers and their
national interests. For example, Marco Polo
(1254-1324) was a papal representative to
emperor Kublai Khan of China. A few others
were missionaries committed to introducing
their faith to others. They included Roman
Catholic friars of different missionary orders as
well as Protestant missionaries from multiple
missionary societies. Inviting others to their
worldview, by and large, was their agenda.
Their faith commitments and missionary
agendas shaped their gaze. The list of visitors
also includes navigators seeking to explore the
sea routes and comment on the people they
encountered. Jan Huygen van Linschoten
(1562/63-1611) was one such. In many cases,
both religious, economic, and political interests
may have intersected. However, not everyone
was eager to spread their religion or engage in
interfaith dialogue. With his choice of
European visitors from disparate missions—
religious and mercantile or political—Schouten
has expanded the definition of interreligious
dialogue to include the accidental encounters
between two worldviews, whatever agendas
the visitor may have.
By terming the encounters between
Europeans and India’s Hinduism as dialogue,
Schouten rightly highlights the agency of the
world that was encountered. This approach
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shifts the focus from the European gaze and the
world behind to the world of the people
viewed, and practices observed have a life of
their own to evoke perceptions, however
flawed the latter were. As an interpreter,
Schouten seeks to explain the (mis)perceptions
the encounters between these two worlds had
generated.
Not only is Schouten’s view of
interreligious dialogue and its precursors broad
so as to include the coincidental encounters
with scant respect for the other but so is his
view of Hinduism. The practices observed by
the European visitors and discussed in the
volume cover those of different segments of
Indian society from the 13th to the 19th
centuries, both at the margins and centers.
They were drawn from visits to various regions
of the Indian subcontinent and belong to
multiple
religious
traditions,
broadly
categorized as Hinduism. Even while
concurring that these practices reflect and in
part reveal the social stratification in Indian
society, and that Hinduism is a broad category
inclusive of several loosely aligned religious
traditions, such a sweeping inclusion might
transgress the integrity of the religiosities of
the communities, such as Dalits at the social

encountered, their practices, art, and
architecture. The temples visited, images
margins who refuse to be identified with
Hinduism.
With a broad repertoire of reports and
helpful interpretations, any scholar interested
in studying religions in India in general or
customs in different regions of the
subcontinent would find this volume helpful in
their research, whether their focus is on the
16th century Vijayanagar Empire or 18th century
Bengal. Those of us seeking to understand the
changes and continuities in social customs
would find this a rich resource, as would those
studying the encounters between two or more
religious worlds, especially in terms of
understanding how one world shapes the
perceptions about the other and the processes
involved. Both the writer and translator ought
to be commended for the accessibility of the
language. Illustrations and the glossary of
terms further help the reader seeking to
understand the European visitor and the
Hinduism they encountered.
James Elisha Taneti
Union Presbyterian Seminary

Christianity in India: The Anti-Colonial Turn. By Clara A. B. Joseph.
Abingdon, Oxon; New York: Routledge, 2019, x + 177pp.
THE concept of ‘pet fish’ is popularly used in
the philosophy of concepts literature to argue
that language is not compositional. In other
words, the concept of ‘pet’ and ‘fish’ together,
does not correctly predict the image that the
term brings to our mind. This is so because a
goldfish is considered a poor example of a pet
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(dog or cat would be better), and a poor
example of a fish (tuna or salmon would be
better). The same cannot be said of Indian
Christianity, that is, it is not the case that Indian
Christianity is a poor example of something
“Indian” (Hinduism or Buddhism would have
been better) or something “Christian” (Greek
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or Latin would have been better). Clara A.B.
Joseph’s project adamantly demands that
Indian Christianity be recognized as it is; as
both Indian and Christian.
Christianity in India joins the small but
emergent section of South Asian Christian
scholarship that deals with Syrian Christians or
Thomas Christians in India. The most recent of
such books is Sonja Thomas’ Privileged Minorities
(University of Washington Press, 2018).
Joseph’s work challenges popular conceptions,
inside and outside of the academy, as it stresses
repeatedly that Indian Christianity is not a
colonial import and, more strongly, that the
response and resistance of Indian Christians to
Portuguese colonialism can be characterized as
anti- colonial. I think this project proves
successful as it manages to challenge ideas of
the relationship between Christianity and
colonialism using the study of the Thomas
Christian community.
In Christianity in India, Joseph’s project
examines certain presumptions regarding
Christians in India, namely, “that Christianity is
Western, that it is colonial, and that Christians
in the East are unfortunate leftovers of
European colonialism” (2). Joseph inspects
these presumptions to bring to light how
“communities of Indian Christians, in fact,
predetermined Western expansionist goals and
defined the Western colonial and Indian
national imaginary” (2). Joseph boldly
challenges the work of scholars in India as well
as the West who simply equate Christianity to
the West and colonialism. She problematizes
the relationship by analyzing three texts
relating them to the pre- colonial Thomas
Christian community from Kerala in South
India. Joseph draws from texts from the
medieval period that pertain to the legend of
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Prester John, the Christian king of India and
then proceeds by reading closely Henry E.J.
Stanley’s translation of The Three Voyages of
Vasco De Gama, and His Viceroyalty and The
Journada, a Portuguese travelogue of the
Archbishop of Goa, Alexis de Menezes, to
support her thesis about the misleading
presumptions about Indian Christianity.
In Ch.1, Joseph establishes the relevance of
taking as a case study the history of the Thomas
Christian community. Thomas Christians are a
precolonial Christian community in Kerala who
hold firmly the conviction that the apostle
Thomas, also known as Thomas the doubter,
came by sea to the coast of Cranganore in
Kerala and converted Hindu families to
Christianity (7). Joseph argues that the Thomas
Christian community is a case in point that
captures uniquely a pre-colonial Christian
community that repeatedly resists Portuguese
colonial powers. In doing this, Joseph
juxtaposes the two Christian communities,
Thomas Christians and Portuguese, to examine
the mechanics of colonialism at play and
thereby separate Christianity from colonialism.
In Ch.2, Joseph examines the relationship
between imagination and conquest, more
specifically the pre-colonial imagination of
India and its relationship with Portuguese
colonization. The author argues that the
mythical figure of Prester John, the Indian
Christian king, was central to the Western
imagination of India (26). Joseph notes that
“the figure of Prester John offered the west the
hope of linking up with a Christian India...the
West’s search for similarities in the East in the
medieval and early modern periods” (33). Here,
Joseph draws attention to the figure called
Archdeacon of All India suggesting that he
possibly invokes the figure of Prester John (46).
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In Ch.3, Joseph focuses on the
conceptualization of Indian Christians in their
everyday affairs with the Portuguese. Here
Joseph analyses the travelogues of Vasco De
Gama and Pedro Alves Cabral to argue that
Portuguese colonization was marked by their
military character as opposed to their Christian
identity. Joseph notes that previous literature
on the subject has “exaggerated the
importance of Christianity for colonialism”
(88).
In Ch.4, which I think is the heart of the
project, Joseph critically examines The Journada,
the travelogue of the Archbishop of Goa, Alexis
de Menezes. Joseph complicates accusations of
heresy and error levelled against Thomas
Christians while situating the debate within the
context of Portuguese trade interests and the
Malabar Muslims who were considered rivals
(150). Joseph claims that a close reading of the
travelogue shows “the aspirations of the
Padroado (Portuguese Church) as clearly
colonial …” (101). In the final chapter, Joseph
concludes the project by arguing that a close
reading of The Journada and other texts suggest
that the Thomas Christian community “found
themselves colonized and responded as
occupied people would…” (165), and this
response can be characterized as anti-colonial.
In summary, Joseph undertakes the
painstaking task of carefully delineating, using

existing primary sources, Thomas Christian
responses to Portuguese colonialism. This is a
deeply enriching project. She skillfully handles
the primary readings and intersperses them
with insightful responses from Thomas
Christian Church historians like Mathias
Mundadan and Placid Podipara. My only
critique is that while Joseph argues that Indian
Christians have been written off as either a
colonial import or non-Indians from Syria (72),
the specific Indian character of Indian
Christianity is not developed beyond its
anticolonial
responses.
That
is,
the
indigenization of Eastern Christianity in Hindu
South India and its relationship with local
Hindu castes and rites is not addressed.
However, this project provides a robust
foundation for future studies towards the
development of the Indian- ness of Indian
Christianity, especially its Indian character in
the context of Hindu South India, which is its
proper milieu. The creative juxtaposition of
Christians, Portuguese and Indians in colonial
South India provides fresh insight and is a
significant contribution to South Asian studies,
World Christianity, and postcolonial studies.
Akhil Thomas
PhD, Harvard University

Testing Ground for Jesuit Accommodation in Early Modern India: Francisco Ros
SJ in Malabar (16th - 17th Centuries). By Anthony Mecherry, SJ. Rome:
Institutum Historicum Societatis Iesu, 2019, l + 494 pages.
THIS richly detailed and meticulously
researched study brings to life the early Jesuit
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1553, following a schism in the Church of the
East, the Thomas Christians found themselves
within the Roman Catholic fold. However, as
Mecherry recounts, despite their formal union
with Rome, the Thomas Christians sought to
maintain their traditions, which enjoyed a rich
history and had been reinforced for more than
a millennium through the successive presence
in India of patriarchs of the Church of the East.
Among these age-old traditions were the use of
Syriac as a liturgical language, marriage among
the priesthood, and several non-Latinate
practices associated with the rites of
Communion.
At the heart of Mecherry’s study is the
important question of how the Thomas
Christians could be induced to leave aside these
practices and adopt those favored by Rome.
Given that the Inquisition was established in
Goa in 1560, one can easily imagine a fairly
straight-forward, if not severe path to this goal.
As Mecherry recounts, this path was not left
untrodden; accordingly, excommunications
and the burning alive of those who sought to
assert the authority of the East over the
Thomas Christian community were not
uncommon (280-2). While this brutal history is
not ignored by Mecherry, it stands as
background rather than foreground to
Mecherry’s exploration of the Jesuits’
“accommodationist” approach to the Thomas
Christians. This approach came to fruition
under the influence of the often-overlooked
figure of Francisco Ros SJ, who spent forty
years in India (1584 - 1624), and eventually rose
to prominence as the first Latin Archbishop of
Angamaly-Cranganore, the See of the Thomas
Christians. Although an accommodationist
approach was not unknown to Ros’s Jesuit
contemporaries, Ros’s methodology differed in
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its focus on inclusion. As Mecherry argues,
Ros’s approach would set a standard informing
Jesuit practices in India for decades and deeply
influence Jesuit mission policy worldwide.
Mecherry describes his study as a “microhistory,” a term which he notes does not have a
formal definition, but has been used to capture
histories that favor individual voices over
monolithic generalizations (xliii-iv). Although
Mecherry engages a narrow chronological
period (1542-1624), as revealed in this study, it
is a period of great complexity, involving
contending political powers and religious
authorities in Europe and in India, extrinsic and
intrinsic missionary rivalries, and a persistent
clash of cultures that arose as Europe sought to
assert its hold in India. Mecherry unravels
these strands in five highly-detailed,
chronologically organized chapters. Supporting
Mecherry’s narrative is an extensive scholarly
apparatus, with more than a thousand
footnotes, a bibliography listing several
hundred primary and secondary sources, and a
half-dozen short appendices with images of
original documents. At the heart of Mecherry’s
discussion is the figure of Francisco Ros SJ,
whose policy and practice of accommodation
was largely of his own devising. In brief,
whereas for the Jesuit missionaries who
preceded Ros in India “accommodation” meant
merely a nominal acceptance of the traditions
they encountered (49-50), Ros’s program
sought to fully engage and, as far as possible,
maintain them. As Mecherry observes, this
approach recalled the Pauline understanding of
mission, which “called on missionaries to
embrace accommodation, to the satisfaction of
everyone,” and, in so doing, sought “to
appropriate the apparent barriers in a mission
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and employ them as tools that facilitate
conversion” (373-4).
In setting the stage for Ros’s work in India,
Mecherry recounts the political maneuvering
that had come to dominate relations between
Rome, the Catholic hierarchy in India, and the
Thomas Christians (Ch. 1). Much of this
maneuvering centered on the somewhat
enigmatic figure of Mar Abraham, the last of
the bishops sent from the Church of the East to
the Thomas Christians. Although Mar Abraham
had received papal approval for his bishopric
(following a confession of faith), the Catholic
hierarchy in India viewed him with suspicion,
correctly mistrusting his commitment to
Latinization. Ros’s initial involvement with the
controversies surrounding Mar Abraham and
the Thomas Christians show him on the side of
those who opposed the continued use of the
age-old traditions of the Church of the East (Ch.
2). Indeed, Ros became a student of the Syriac
language (becoming the Jesuits’ most
accomplished student of the language) to
expose the errors of the Syriac texts
maintained by the Thomas Christians. Over
time, however, his reading of the Syriac texts
along with his engagement with the customs of
the Thomas Christians led Ros to a “certain
spirit of openness” (180) and to eventually
stand as a defender of the community (Ch. 3).
As Mecherry makes clear, Ros’s program
was at all times a careful balancing act:
“Accordingly in certain circumstances he stood
with the Thomas Christians with whom he
worked, but at the same time, he attempted to
accommodate on their behalf the aspects of the
Latin rite as well as their own…” (227). Along
with the factional disputes that plagued the
Church at this time, Ros’s work with the
Thomas Christian community was deeply
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affected by political matters; the Thomas
Christian community was well-placed in South
India, with many of its members in prominent
roles as soldiers and as traders. Ros’s leadership
of the community thus had significant political
ramifications for the contending Indian
kingdoms as well as for the Portuguese who
sought alliances with them (Ch. 4).
In the concluding chapter, Mecherry turns
to the question of Ros’s influence on the famed
Jesuit mission to India that followed him, that
of his younger contemporary, Roberto de Nobili
(1577-1656). Just as Ros had done before him,
Nobili entered into a thorough-going
engagement with the languages and customs of
those he sought to convert. In this case,
however, the subject-community he engages
was not that of co-religionists, but were the
Brahmins of Madurai. Nevertheless, as
Mecherry shows, the path of accommodation
Ros established in his work with the Thomas
Christians is clearly visible in Nobili’s mission.
Indeed, Ros himself was known to have been a
tireless supporter of Nobili (whose work in
India, not unlike Ros’s, engendered significant
opposition from his contemporaries), giving his
imprimatur to Nobili’s treatise on the language
and customs of the Brahmins, and declaring the
information presented in it to be the surest
path to their conversion (392). Here the value
of
extending
the
accommodationist
methodology from reforming those already in
the faith (the Thomas Christians) to fully
outside it (the Brahmins of Madurai) cannot be
overemphasized.
This deeply engaging volume is highly
recommended for anyone with an interest in
the history of the Jesuits in India, contributing
not only to our understanding of the early
Jesuit missionary program under Francisco Ros,
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but also to its development under the wellknown figure of Roberto de Nobili. Although
Mecherry’s work, as a “micro-history,” centers
on the figure of Ros, and the development of
his accommodationist policies, there is much to
be gleaned from it for those with broad

interests in the sixteenth-century encounter of
Europe and India, both political and religious.
Herman Tull
Lafayette College

Songs as Locus for a Lay Theology: Moshe Walsalam Sastriyar and Sadhu
Kochukunju Upadeshi. By Philip K. Mathai. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and
Stock Publishers, 2019, xv +187 pages.
IN Songs as Locus for a Lay Theology, Philip K.
Mathai investigates the theological motifs and
statements embedded in the hymns of two
renowned Christian Malayalam hymnists,
namely Moshe Walsalam Sastriyar and Sadhu
Kochukunju Upadeshi from the present state of
Kerala, South India. Mathai argues that the
hymns that are analyzed in the book are still
widely used and popular among the
Malayalam-speaking Christians, both in Kerala
and in diaspora, and have shaped and still
reflect the Christian theology and spirituality
of Malayalee Christians. The foremost
contribution of this book is that the two
hitherto lesser-known Indian lay theologians
and musicians are introduced to western
readers, along with the ethno-musical
tradition they have crafted. The theological
expressions and themes embedded and latent
in their hymns are particularly examined. This
work also provides insights into the Christian
experience in the southern part of India, not
simply as an extension of western Christianity
during the colonial era but as Christianity was
appropriated and lived by an Indian
community in their particular cultural
situation.
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Chapter 1, “Socio-cultural and Religious
Contexts of Travancore during the Late
Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries,”
traces the religious, cultural and political
context of these two hymnists that shaped the
content and theology of their hymns. Pointing
to the fact that Malayalam is the youngest of
the South Indian Dravidian languages, Mathai
maintains that these two hymnists were greatly
influenced and shaped by the Tamil culture and
by Tamil religious practices and piety,
especially the Bhakti tradition represented by
Alwars of Vaishnavism and Nayanars of
Shaivism. He adds that the Hindu Bhakti
tradition’s stress on trusting and serving a
personal God has facilitated the hymnist’s
understanding of the Christian Triune God;
Christ and his work; sin; salvation; and the
Christian life.
While Mathai is to be commended for his
investigation of Hindu Bhakti traditions, he
unfortunately does not bring to light the
theology introduced by the western
missionaries. Clarifying the missionaries’
theology would have assisted the readers of
this volume in evaluating this theology and its
appropriation by the Malayalam-speaking
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but also to its development under the wellknown figure of Roberto de Nobili. Although
Mecherry’s work, as a “micro-history,” centers
on the figure of Ros, and the development of
his accommodationist policies, there is much to
be gleaned from it for those with broad

interests in the sixteenth-century encounter of
Europe and India, both political and religious.
Herman Tull
Lafayette College

Songs as Locus for a Lay Theology: Moshe Walsalam Sastriyar and Sadhu
Kochukunju Upadeshi. By Philip K. Mathai. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and
Stock Publishers, 2019, xv +187 pages.
IN Songs as Locus for a Lay Theology, Philip K.
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renowned Christian Malayalam hymnists,
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Kochukunju Upadeshi from the present state of
Kerala, South India. Mathai argues that the
hymns that are analyzed in the book are still
widely used and popular among the
Malayalam-speaking Christians, both in Kerala
and in diaspora, and have shaped and still
reflect the Christian theology and spirituality
of Malayalee Christians. The foremost
contribution of this book is that the two
hitherto lesser-known Indian lay theologians
and musicians are introduced to western
readers, along with the ethno-musical
tradition they have crafted. The theological
expressions and themes embedded and latent
in their hymns are particularly examined. This
work also provides insights into the Christian
experience in the southern part of India, not
simply as an extension of western Christianity
during the colonial era but as Christianity was
appropriated and lived by an Indian
community in their particular cultural
situation.
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people. For instance, the motif of “total
surrender” evident in the Hindu Bhakti
tradition closely resembles the well-known
Evangelical theology, particularly “Keswick
Theology” which insisted that absolute
surrender must be the prerequisite of
sanctification. The “Keswick Theology,”
commonly known as the higher life theology,
maintains that through an act of total
surrender and through faith in Christ’s
deliverance, one enters a state wherein one is
free from all known sin. Had Mathai discussed
these theological similarities, the readers
would be placed in a better position to
distinguish what was taught by the
missionaries from what was specifically
appropriated by the Malayalee Christians.
The author could also have indicated that
the introduction of Protestant Christianity in
South Travancore should be credited to a
person of dalit origin, namely Vedamanickam,
whose original name was Maharasan. The
author should also have accurately stated the
date of the formation of CSI and the creation of
South Travancore Diocese as the 27th
September 1947 (not 1948 as stated in p. 50).
South Kerala Diocese came into existence only
on 2nd June 1959 with the bifurcation of the
South
Travancore
Diocese
into
the
Kanyakumari Diocese and the South Kerala
Diocese. Furthermore, the author should have
avoided using the pejorative term Shanar when
referring to the Nadar community, its
preferred term since 1921.
Chapter 2 “Doxology and Theology—Bhakti,
the Indian Doxological Tradition of Songs,”
confirms the ancient maxim lex orandi, lex
credendi, which maintains that worship
elements and beliefs are not discretely
exclusive. Rather, they are integral to each
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other, and their relationship is dialectical and
mutually formative. Mathai argues that “…song
is the language of the heart and therefore the
truest of the language of religion.” (168). After
tracing the western theological tradition of
hymns, he analyzes the hymns in the south
Indian Bhakti tradition as sources of Hindu
theology. He accurately points out, “Though
the bhakti movement emerged with the alwars
and nayanars, whose origin dates from the
fourth century CE, traces of the bhakti concept
have been found in earlier scriptures and
tradition of southern India.” (71). The Alwar
hymn, titled Nalayira Divya Prabhandam, and its
translated title, the ‘Four Thousand Verses’,
should have been accurately noted on p. 74.
Chapter 3 “Moshe Walsalam (1847-1916),”
examines the theology reflected in the hymns
of Walsalam. Pointing to the formal theological
and musical training Walsalam had received,
Mathai asserts that Walsalam’s musical
composition and style, as well as his
theological depth and breadth, are wideranging in comparison with the other hymnists
studied. The author helpfully points out
Walsalam’s choice words to express Christian
theology, like thriyeekane instead of thrimurthy
for Trinity (90) and jadam dharichu, for
incarnation (97). The analysis of the most
popular of Walsalam’s hymn, “Ninte Hitham
Pole Enne,” (‘Lead me according to your will’)
illustrates the theological conservatism of the
hymnist as well as of the Christians he has
greatly influenced.
Chapter 4, “Sadhu Kochukunju Upadeshi
(1883-1945),” surveys the theological motifs
reflected in the songs of Sadhu Kochukunju,
who was neither formerly trained in theology
nor in music. Yet, his deep spirituality and
revival preaching, particularly his hymnal,
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Aaswaasagiithangal, immensely shaped the
spirituality and theology of the Malayalee
Christians. The dominant other-worldly
theology of Kochukunju is delineated by the
author without offering any theological
critique.
In the concluding chapter the author offers
some comments and reflections from a postcolonial perspective, claiming that the
theology reflected in these hymns is “a hybrid
that mimics the dominant influence of Hindu
and Western thought” (9).
The appendix III-IV offers the musical
notes of two hymns from each of the hymnists
to whet the palate of western readers.
Providing links to several helpful YouTube

videos of Malayalee hymns would have been a
helpful addition that would have invited
western readers to enjoy the ethnic music of
India.
The book accurately explains that the
spirituality and the theology of the Malayalee
Christians are conservative and, thus, in line
with the global south Christianity. In spite of
the minor flaws that have been noted, this book
is a real treat for those interested in world
Christianity and global ethno-hymnody, and I
highly recommend it.
Peter Vethanayagamony
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago

The Ethics of Oneness: Emerson, Whitman, and the Bhagavad Gita. By Jeremy
David Engels. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2021: 1-265.
THE intellectual connections between Ralph
Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) and Walt Whitman
(1819-1892), and their historical context within
Hindu philosophy and ethics are well-known.
But the ways in which these connections can
foster a democratic ethics for modern America
is the primary purchase of Jeremy David
Engels’s The Ethics of Oneness, an unassuming yet
ambitious reimagining of these two American
writers. In Ethics, Engels focuses exclusively on
Emerson and Whitman “to recover [their] two
long-forgotten philosophies of oneness” (9). A
project both of literary-historical recovery and
a timely theorization of an ethos suited to a
contemporary democracy often viewed as in a
state of crisis, Ethics challenges readers in and
out of the academic space not only to see their
lives as shaped by literature and history, but
urges them to recognize “the space of

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

commonality, identification, and interconnectedness between opponents” (189).
Versed in Sanskrit and Hindu philosophy,
Engels powerfully presents the practice of
yoga—a core concept in the book—as it
emerged in nineteenth-century American
culture. In this work, Engels’s allegiance is
clearly on the side of the latter of the two
American writers that subtitle Ethics. Whitman,
“seer, prophet, genius” (166)—as Engels calls
him at one point—represents a oneness that
respects manyness because, as Ethics puts it,
“[a] oneness that refuses to respect difference
is unethical” (206). Emerson, on the other hand,
represents the oneness of an over-soul that
views manyness, difference, diversity as unreal
facades, and hence fails to produce an ethics of
democratic engagement. Ethics does excellent
work of elucidating how the Bhagavad Gita—and
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commonality, identification, and interconnectedness between opponents” (189).
Versed in Sanskrit and Hindu philosophy,
Engels powerfully presents the practice of
yoga—a core concept in the book—as it
emerged in nineteenth-century American
culture. In this work, Engels’s allegiance is
clearly on the side of the latter of the two
American writers that subtitle Ethics. Whitman,
“seer, prophet, genius” (166)—as Engels calls
him at one point—represents a oneness that
respects manyness because, as Ethics puts it,
“[a] oneness that refuses to respect difference
is unethical” (206). Emerson, on the other hand,
represents the oneness of an over-soul that
views manyness, difference, diversity as unreal
facades, and hence fails to produce an ethics of
democratic engagement. Ethics does excellent
work of elucidating how the Bhagavad Gita—and
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important concepts such as Advaita Vedanta,
māyā, svadharma, and their many historical
translations (and mistranslations)—influenced
Emerson and Whitman’s views of democracy,
and those chapters are the most intellectually
enjoyable. Engels is not the first academic to
examine works such as Emerson’s “The OverSoul” and Whitman’s Leaves of Grass for their
ethical implications or their relationship to the
Gita, judging from the wealth of secondary
scholarship that Ethics brings to the table. As a
result, the book treads ground familiar to
readers of the subject. Engels’s story, however,
“is
unique
because
it
focuses
on
communication as foundational to living an
ethical life dedicated to oneness” (25). Hence,
the book primarily argues that “yoga as
communication,” drawn from respect for a
oneness that also recognizes difference and
diversity, can provide an ethical system
capable of preserving democratic institutions.
Despite its narrow focus on two American
literary figures, the concerns of Ethics are
global, transnational, and focused on critique of
Emerson and Whitman’s philosophies to the
extent that they represent what Engels argues
to be a viable ethics of oneness. However, much
of the book may strike specialists as somewhat
loose in its historical or philosophical concepts.
The many generalizations about “Western
philosophy” (87), “the West” (102), “capitalism”
and “liberalism” (6, 54), “white supremacy”
(108-9), “Americans” (23, 53, 80, 131), “liberals”
(5), and the “liberal subject” (54, 79) are not
unforgivably inaccurate, but they may likely
beg nuance from more demanding readers.
Some may find the assertion, for example, that
“[t]he timeless can only be known in time” (12)
a baffling contradiction; religiously-inflected
claims such as “[d]emocracy is sanctified by the
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ontological reality of oneness” (188) or
“[o]neness lends democracy divine sanction”
(195) politically problematic; the idea of “the
fragile miracle that is life” (7) theologically
unarticulated; or the elision of atheism with
capitalism (“At [atheism’s] most brutal is a
greedy capitalism whose devotion to profit
transforms human bodies...into commodities to
be exploited” (105)) philosophically precarious.
Ethics can sometimes let its assumptions about
persons and orientations that do not align with
its particular idea of oneness get away from it.
This prosaic and at times idealistic
ambiguity is not to say that Ethics is without
philosophical merit. Despite the contradictions
and paradoxes readers will encounter in the
work, these moments are in fact intrinsic to
discussions of the relationship between
oneness and manyness. While such rhetoric
may turn off readers demanding or at least
expecting precision and clear-cut categories,
the dissonance one may feel in reconciling
these apparent opposites is part of the journey.
“Oneness is an experience that is beyond
language, but the map to this experience is
written in words” (19), Engels tells us, and one
of the admirable strengths of Ethics is its
exploration not only of how we may
comprehend such apparent paradoxes, but how
they can be made foundational to a democratic
ethics.
Methodologically, Ethics leaves some
unanswered questions. It claims to “follow the
spirit of the pragmatic method as William
James describes it in Pragmatism” (11). Engels
acknowledges quite rightly that “[t]he
pragmatic method treats all truth claims as
fallible and therefore subject to revision. Truth
is made—and unmade—in experience, James
insists” (12). Yet what immediately follows are
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statements such as “Oneness is not a theory to
be tested against reality,” and the author’s own
admission that “I do not question the truth of
oneness in this book” (12)—claims that
uncomfortably pit the ideology of Ethics against
its method. James and pragmatism make few
appearances in Ethics, and Engels’s insistence
that oneness is the true reality severely
complicates the book’s alleged commitment to
the pragmatic method of evaluating ethics
based on their practical consequences and the
fallibility of their “truth.” The ethics of oneness
that Engels (finally) provides in the conclusion
to the book are not treated pragmatically; they
are pronouncements to cultivate the sense of
oneness Engels has repeatedly emphasized
throughout Ethics. Precisely how these ethical
pronouncements should, could, or even can be
manifested in everyday concrete experience—
especially in a pluralistic context—is
unfortunately obscure.
Despite its methodological looseness and
philosophical generalizations, the work’s most
valuable academic contribution is its attempt
to appreciate Emerson and Whitman beyond
merely their Transcendentalist context,

proffering a more global interpretation of these
two famous American writers. Ethics will appeal
to interdisciplinary readers interested in
alternative views of Emerson and Whitman
that do not rely exclusively on canonical
readings; Americanists and American Studies
readers who often wrestle with the definition
of “American” in a pluralistic, global age; and
non-specialists interested in the intersection
between literary study and ethics. Engels is
very good at stitching the ideological threads
among the Gita, Hindu philosophy, and their
reception in Emerson and Whitman, even when
the often impressionistic and elliptical
insistence on oneness and the ethics it is
purported to cultivate begin to overtake the
discussion. This enthusiasm can often
overshadow the historical and philosophical
scholarship while highlighting Engels the
person. But then a book about ethics is, of
course, about persons and their multifaceted
and inevitably complex interactions with one
another.
Shawn Welch
PhD, University of Michigan

The Subhedar’s Son: A Narrative of Brahmin-Christian Conversion from
Nineteenth-Century Maharashtra. By Deepra Dandekar. New York: Oxford
University Press, 2019. xliv + 222 pages.
THIS absorbing volume consists of two distinct,
though related parts. The center of the book is
the annotated translation of a Marathi novel,
entitled The Subhedar’s Son, written in 1895 by
the Rev. Dinkar Shankar Sawarkar, the son of a
Marathi Brahmin convert to Christianity. The
novel describes in a semi-fictional manner the
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long process by which the author’s father came
to embrace the Christian faith: why and how he
became a convert against the wishes of his
Brahmin family and caste. Preceding and
following the translation are introductory
essays and a conclusion to the novel by the
translator, Deepra Dandekar, who is a direct
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though related parts. The center of the book is
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the Rev. Dinkar Shankar Sawarkar, the son of a
Marathi Brahmin convert to Christianity. The
novel describes in a semi-fictional manner the
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long process by which the author’s father came
to embrace the Christian faith: why and how he
became a convert against the wishes of his
Brahmin family and caste. Preceding and
following the translation are introductory
essays and a conclusion to the novel by the
translator, Deepra Dandekar, who is a direct
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descendant of the author (he is her greatgrandfather) and a multifaceted researcher of
South Asian society and religion, working in
Berlin. This review will deal first with the
novel itself, and then with Dandekar’s scholarly
and personal ruminations on it.
For a conversion story, one of the
interesting aspects of the Marathi novel is that,
as Dandekar notes (xxxiv), Christianity does not
enter the picture until the reader is almost
halfway through the narrative, which relates a
family history. Sawarkar employs this long
view in order to present Christian belief and
practice not as an abrupt change or major
deviation (as his kinfolk would claim) in a
Marathi Brahmin’s life, but as a logical next
step in its development which had begun
generations before his birth. The conversion is,
indeed, a logical one. It is not the result of some
extraordinary intervention or experience, but
the intellectual realization, gained through
conversations with Christians, that the
Christian understanding of life, which leads to
particular religious dispositions and practices,
makes most sense to the convert who is facing
insuperable crises. Such an apprehension of
Christianity adopts and adapts the Scottish and
evangelical Anglican Protestant missionary
presentations of the faith in India in the 19th
and 20th centuries.
The novel opens with a war scene from the
(third) battle of Panipat in 1761. A Marathi
Brahmin, the protagonist of this section and a
spiritual and intellectual ancestor of the
convert, is ruing the overconfidence and
revelry of the Marathi army and its sizeable
retinue as the Marathas prepare to battle the
“Muslims.” As the readers of the novel are well
aware, the Marathas were defeated in that
battle. The protagonist thus is portrayed as
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wise and perspicacious, unlike his fellow
Marathi warriors, knowing that his side is
headed for disastrous defeat (64). As Dandekar
points out, the moral of the story, and
consequently of the novel, is that the true
(Marathi) Brahmin is not necessarily the one
that follows the rest of his kinsmen and
clansmen. Moreover, the Brahmin who is
correct in his behavior and understanding of
life is not necessarily the one who agrees with
his own people. By implication, the lonely
Christian convert can be the true Marathi
Brahmin. Through fascinating sequences of
alternating narrative and dialogue, the reader
is led through the biographies of significant
persons from the convert’s past: persons whose
lives and decisions would be critical in the
unfolding of the convert’s own life. Three
interweaving themes are constantly played out
in this prehistory of the convert: morality,
correct understanding, and life’s unpredictable
circumstances. While the last cannot be
controlled—one does not know what good or
bad fortune, such as the birth of children or a
swimming accident, will come – one can
control one’s behavior and morality, and one
can learn from wisdom what are the right and
wrong ways to view and inhabit the world. In
fact, the convert is the one who is able, through
his Christian belief and practice, to face and
conquer bad fortune through his moral
behavior and correct understanding. The
“subhedar’s son” refers to the author’s father,
Shankar Nana, who became a Christian on April
1, 1849 after many years of anguish caused in
large part by his family. Shankar Nana’s father
was a subhedar or land-owning noble and
military leader in the service of the Peshwa of
the Maratha Empire.
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Deepra Dandekar both introduces and
reflects deeply on the novel which is a part of
her family heritage. Instead of trying to
downplay or avoid her personal, existential
entanglement with the work, she forthrightly
invites the reader into her intellectual journeys
and struggles as she tried to understand the
novel on its own terms, and in terms of the
Marathi Brahmin family which produced it. She
begins the volume with an essay which
introduces the novel itself, first locating it in
the world of 19th and early 20th century
vernacular Christian writings, then explicating
the novel itself, and finally providing a
translation of Shankar Nana’s own account of
his conversion to Christianity. The next essay
provides the social context of the novel,
especially illuminating the dynamics between
various Indian and Western Christians at the
time. This essay is followed by “Multiple
Narratives in the Novel,” which teases out some
of the major themes running through the work.
The final introductory essay is entitled
“Shankar Nana, Parubai, and the Author,
Dinkar Shankar Sawarkar,” and delves into the
biographies of the three individuals who were
instrumental in the composition of the novel.
The essay explores, among other matters, how
different generations of Christians view the
first convert’s turn to Christianity. A brief
“Afterword and Concluding Thoughts” ends the
whole volume.
While an adequate summary of Dandekar’s
many rich inquiries and insights is not possible
here, a few will simply be noted. First is the
observation that Dinkar Shankar Sawarkar was
both a deeply committed Christian in the
mission churches of his time, and also strongly
critical of British colonialism. Unlike
contemporary scholars who wrestle with the
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connections and contradictions between
imperialism and the western missionary
movement, Sawarkar used the Christianity
introduced and even managed by western
missionaries as an instrument for condemning
the British conquest and rule of India. Second,
Dandekar explores the nature of Brahmin
conversion, noting that it does not fit into
current paradigms of conversion which focus
almost exclusively on Dalit conversions. Her
startling (and persuasive) conclusion is that
Brahmins converted for the very same reasons
that Dalits did—for a host of different reasons,
including the deep conviction that Christianity
responded meaningfully to their lives’ crises in
ways that their natal religious tradition did not.
Third, while the novel itself does not dwell on
the issue of gender, it is an issue that Dandekar
raises herself, noting how women are
portrayed in the novel when they do make brief
appearances. For Sawarkar, and many other
Indian Christian authors, Christianity provided
relief and opportunities to women that were
not available in the Hindu societies from which
they came. This was especially true of strict
Marathi Brahmin clans. Finally, Dandekar
engages the issue of caste, which looms large in
many analyses of Hindu society, but is not a
prominent theme in the novel itself. Helpfully,
Dandekar does not spend time either attacking
or defending her Brahmin forebears. Rather,
she locates them in the larger social context of
Protestantism in Western India, which held in
its embrace Indians from the complete
spectrum of Indian castes and classes, as well as
western missionaries. While Brahmins were
undoubtedly leaders in the Indian church, they
were also discriminated against by European
missionaries. In sum, The Subhedar’s Son is a
fascinating portrayal of religious conversion to
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Christianity by a second-generation Indian
Christian leader, and Deepra Dandekar’s
meditations on this historical novel greatly
increase our knowledge and understanding of

Indian Protestants during the British imperial
era.
Arun W. Jones
Emory University

Untouchable Bodies, Resistance, and Liberation: A Comparative Theology of
Divine Possessions. By Joshua Samuel. Leiden: Brill Rodopi, 2020, xiii+262
pp.

TWO approaches are typically represented in
the programs of the Society for HinduChristian Studies: the historical/ethnographic
and the theological/philosophical. Untouchable
Bodies, Resistance, and Liberation bridges the two
sides of the conversation, setting the bar for
future
ethnographic
contributions
to
comparative theology. This groundbreaking
project offers “a comparative theology of
liberation from a Dalit perspective” (49). Its
tightly reasoned argument unfolds in nine
chapters, organized into three parts.
Other comparative theologians have
challenged the discipline’s prioritization of
texts and called for greater attention to lived
experience and religious practice. Joshua
Samuel has delivered. Part 1 draws together the
relevant disciplinary threads. The introduction
provides a nuanced and up-to-date survey of
theories of caste, untouchability, and Dalit
resistance, culminating in the case for
attending to embodied religious experience at
the margins of social structures as a source of
comparative theology. Because written
theological sources overwhelmingly center
caste communities, he turns to ethnographic
and anthropological research in South Indian
Dalit communities as a means “to supplement
and critically enhance the information available
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through existing literature” (24). This
interweaving of sources has the effect of
drawing upon multiple sites to inform a
constructive argument.
The result is a splendid example of a
comparative theology of liberation, integrating
elements of both Hindu and Christian Dalit
liberation theologies. It explicitly counteracts
the “lingering Euro-Christian centrism,
indifference to the agency of faith
communities, and re-inscription of unjust
hierarchical structures” that often haunt
comparative theology (34). The project
represents the best of a new generation of Dalit
theology. It refuses to reify religious
boundaries in defense of the liberating power
of Christianity. It deftly considers the impact of
colonization and avoids the binarism between
oppressor and oppressed characteristic of early
Dalit liberation theologies. Recognizing the
persistence of pre-Christian Dalit religious
elements, it also resists fixed or unitary
approaches to Dalit identity. Its search for
emancipatory resources stays close to the
complex, lived realities of the people,
particularly the Paraiyar community.
Chapter 2 guides the reader through the
complicated shift from reading texts to
“reading bodies.” Echoing Judith Butler, Samuel
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through existing literature” (24). This
interweaving of sources has the effect of
drawing upon multiple sites to inform a
constructive argument.
The result is a splendid example of a
comparative theology of liberation, integrating
elements of both Hindu and Christian Dalit
liberation theologies. It explicitly counteracts
the “lingering Euro-Christian centrism,
indifference to the agency of faith
communities, and re-inscription of unjust
hierarchical structures” that often haunt
comparative theology (34). The project
represents the best of a new generation of Dalit
theology. It refuses to reify religious
boundaries in defense of the liberating power
of Christianity. It deftly considers the impact of
colonization and avoids the binarism between
oppressor and oppressed characteristic of early
Dalit liberation theologies. Recognizing the
persistence of pre-Christian Dalit religious
elements, it also resists fixed or unitary
approaches to Dalit identity. Its search for
emancipatory resources stays close to the
complex, lived realities of the people,
particularly the Paraiyar community.
Chapter 2 guides the reader through the
complicated shift from reading texts to
“reading bodies.” Echoing Judith Butler, Samuel
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describes the construction of Dalit bodies as
abject “bodies that don’t matter” (57), the
performative nature of Dalit identity, and the
caste and gender and norms that discipline
Dalit bodies. Samuel reclaims the Dalit body as
sacramental—a locus for experiencing the
presence of Christ, crucified and risen. He then
arrives upon the comparative category that will
center the analysis to follow. Following Robert
C. Neville’s method of framing comparison
through “vague categories,” Samuel identifies
“divine possessions,” trance-like states with
certain typical bodily movements and
communications. Though different in Hindu
and Christian Paraiyar contexts, the category
creates parameters in which to read Dalit
bodies.
Part 2 devotes two chapters each to Hindu
and Christian contexts. Chapter 3 frames Dalit
religion within Hinduism and discusses the
ambivalent role of Goddess possession in
relation to empowerment of Dalits. Chapter 4
turns to ethnographic data for a closer look at
types of possessions, preparation and
experience of possessions, and various
interpretations of them. Samuel finds elements
of resistance to caste (and, to a lesser extent,
patriarchy) in the verbal, physical, and spatial
manifestations of these possessions. Chapter 5
traces Dalit Christianity from its origins
through recent trends in Dalit theology (a
valuable survey in itself). Chapter 6 reviews
“Holy Spirit possessions” in Christian Dalit
communities, attending to the role of praise
singing as preparation, the bodily reception of
the Holy Spirit with glossolalia and exuberant
movement, and believers’ interpretations of
these experiences, as well as the importance of
the Bible and sacraments in instilling a sense of
divine presence. Samuel briefly touches on
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Marian
possessions.
Although
this
phenomenon could be fruitfully expanded in
conversation with other recent ethnographic
work in Hindu-Christian studies, his focus on
the Holy Spirit strengthens the book as an
original contribution to the field.
Part 3 bears the fruit of the comparison. In
response
to
Christian
interviewees’
ambivalence, Samuel probes the extent to
which divine possessions empower resistance
to caste oppression. In chapter 7, Saba
Mahmood’s critique of liberal and secular
notions of liberation as social change assists
Samuel in claiming “alternative and creative
counter-discourses of agential assertion,
subversion, and liberation” in divine
possessions (191). The anthropological and
ethnographic analysis highlights a nondichotomous relation between the spiritual and
material, particularly in relation to Paraiyar
understandings of healing. Possessions in both
Hindu and Christian contexts afford
opportunities for Dalits to speak up; to move
their bodies and assert their humanity; to
experience catharsis, communal memory, and
healing; and to reclaim physical spaces.
In chapter 8, Samuel asks what theological
sense can be made of this comparative data.
Having recognized the liberative aspects of
divine possessions, he identifies these moments
in terms of kairos, “viz. those opportune and
optimal moments when God’s empowering and
transformative intervention is experienced at
its best” (205). Applying Paul Tillich’s wellknown exposition, Samuel observes several
important features of kairos that apply to divine
possessions: divine initiative/grace, a role for
human agency, momentary or fragmentary
occurrence, and the importance of the
community’s hope and resistance in history.
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Christian theology typically views such
occurrences “in relation to the great Kairos, the
Christ event”; however, Samuel (with Tillich)
argues that transformative divine power also
operates in non-Christian contexts, “perhaps in
different ways” (213).
Samuel’s comparative work both applies
and transforms the category of kairos. In
contrast to the expectation—as seen after the
first world war and in South Africa—that kairos
entails a society-wide shift, the ambiguity in
Dalit
possessions
illustrates
Tillich’s
observation that kairotic moments are not
always ultimate or accepted broadly by society.
This subtler, perhaps deeper, power affirms the
value of oppressed bodies and may even
recognize them as sacramental. Samuel claims
that this “more realistic and promising”
interpretation opens to a plurality of kairoi and

Published by Digital Commons @ Butler University, 2021

makes every moment “‘optimal’ for resistance
and transformation” (217).
In sum, this Dalit comparative theology of
liberation, with its richly textured picture of
Hindu and Christian Dalit religious experiences,
is a much-needed contribution. It moves
beyond text-centered comparative theology
and provides an excellent theoretical defense—
and example—of the need to embrace
experience through ethnographic methods.
Samuel also brilliantly demonstrates how
comparative theology can proceed in cases
where the traditions compared are not tightly
bounded (i.e., either Hindu or Christian) but
involve fluid identities or the practices of
multiple traditions.
Michelle Voss Roberts
Emmanuel College, Toronto School of Theology
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